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REMEMBERING PERFECTION 25 YEARS LATER
By David Weiner

A
ctors Kevin Bacon, Finn Carter, Michael Gross, Reba McEntire and Ariana Richards join director Ron Underwood to revisit 
the shaky ground of Perfection and recall the inception, struggles, perceptions and triumphs of one of the most beloved—and 
underrated—movies of the ‘90s.

LEFT: Writers S.S. Wilson and Brent Maddock 
confer with director Ron Underwood on the 
TREMORS set. ABOVE: Kevin Bacon, Finn Carter, 
and Fred Ward are taunted by Graboid tentacles.

Twenty-five years ago, the concept of 
a monster movie featuring Kevin Bacon 
running from giant desert worms didn’t 
quite have the instant appeal a major 
Hollywood studio would hope for, much 
less a box office guarantee. Still, TREMORS 
managed to get the green light and went on 
to pleasantly surprise receptive audiences, 
confounding expectations to become one 
of the freshest, most entertaining movies of 
the early ’90s, thanks to its unexpected wit, 
superior special effects work, and casting 
chemistry. The project holds a special place 
in the hearts of many of those who were 
involved in making it, and several of the 
film’s key players were game to stroll down 
Graboid memory lane exclusively for FM!

LAND SHARK! CREATING TREMORS

“As a child I was scared to death by 
so many giant creature movies,” says 
TREMORS helmer Ron Underwood, who 
lists such ’50s classics as THE THING and 
THEM! as his all-time favorites. Over the 
last quarter century, the prolific director 
has delivered such memorable features 
as CITY SLICKERS, HEART AND 
SOULS, and STEALING SINATRA, and 
now works regularly directing episodic 
television. A storyteller who got his start 
with educational films, Underwood made 
his feature debut with TREMORS, and the 

experience remains indelible for the now
61-year-old director. 

“It was Steve Wilson’s idea,” recalls 
Underwood of the brainchild spawned by 
his USC film school buddy, which popped 
into his head as he was sitting on a rock 
out in the California desert. Wondering 
what it would be like to be trapped on 
the outcropping due to circling sharks, 
Wilson committed the idea to a simple 3x5 
card and called it “Land Shark”. Then the 
popular SATURDAY NIGHT LIVE sketch 
of the same name came along, hilariously 
riffing on the 1975 JAWS phenomenon and 
stealing the thunder from his title. But as 
a horror movie plot device, the idea still 
resonated, and Wilson, Underwood, and 
their pal Brent Maddock loved the idea 

of an unconventional daytime setting for 
the horror genre. “We thought it could be 
a good film for a first-time filmmaker too, 
because the monster would be off-camera 
a lot,” says Underwood. “So it could be a 
little less expensive.” Getting through the 
Hollywood gauntlet to pitch the project 
was another story. But that immediately 
changed after Wilson and Maddock wrote 
SHORT CIRCUIT—and struck gold. 
Gifted at combining humor with Sci-Fi 
elements, the writing duo became a hot 
commodity and were hired by the likes 
of Steven Spielberg and George Lucas to 
work on various ’80s projects, including 
BATTERIES NOT INCLUDED and 
THE LAND BEFORE TIME. “It was an 
enormous break for us all, emotionally, to 
see that we could actually get through the 
studio gates, because we’d been knocking 
our heads against the walls for so long,”
says Underwood.

With the clout to pitch projects around 
town to receptive studio execs, Underwood, 
Wilson, and Maddock broke out their “Land 
Shark” project, which now featured giant 
killer worms as the monster of choice. “We 
pitched the film [as a package deal—they 
write, I direct], and we had a treatment,” 
remembers Underwood. “We went to all 
the studios, and every one of them just 
stared at us blankly when we talked about 
30-foot-long worms. I mean, it was just 

comedic how strongly they didn’t get it. 
And so we had to have a script for them to 
get it, because it was too wacky an idea.” 

Finding the time to pen that script proved 
to be tricky, as Wilson and Maddock were 
busy writing on assignment; close to five 
years transpired before a slick, clever 
screenplay was crafted on top of multiple 
drafts. Wilson’s basic idea of being trapped 
on a rock had blossomed into the story of 
townsfolk in a tiny, isolated Nevada town 
called Perfection. The film centers on 
blue-collar handymen Valentine and Earl 
(ultimately played by Kevin Bacon and 
Fred Ward), good ol’ boys who are looking 
to get out of town and capitalize on better 
opportunities. Their best-laid plans are 
dashed, however, when the town is rocked 
by a series of mysterious deaths—the work 
of a quartet of aggressively bloodthirsty, 
giant underground worms, later designated 
“Graboids” by the locals. Trapped and 
forced to fight their underground enemies, 
the tight-knit townies must work together 
to outwit the intelligent beasts in order to 
survive. Laced with smart humor, strong 
characters, and dozens of unexpected 
twists and turns, the TREMORS script—
originally titled “Beneath Perfection”—
was a winner that begged to be made, 
despite its silly B-movie premise.

“You could just see the characters,” 
notes Underwood, “and that’s how we 
were able to get everyone we were able to 
get, because the writing was really there.” 
Nancy Roberts—Wilson, Maddock, and 

Underwood’s agent and later producing 
partner at Stampede Entertainment—
channeled the script to TERMINATOR and 
ALIENS mega-producer Gale Anne Hurd, 
and from there the project took off like a 
rocket. “Gale came from Roger Corman 
filmmaking, so she got that we really 
knew what we wanted, and that helped 
give the studios comfort; somebody with 
hit movies behind them believed in it,” 
says Underwood. “And so, Jeez, within 
24 hours of getting the script, it seemed 

like, Universal was saying, ‘Yes, we’ll go 
for it if you can cast it with someone we 
approve.’ It was years and years and years, 
then it was BAM!—off to the races.”

FINDING PERFECTION AND THE 

ULTIMATE CAST

In no time, Underwood and his fellow 
producers were scouting locations for the 
film, searching for a believably remote 
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LEFT: The Jet Set: Underwood, 
production mgr. Ginny Nugent, 
associate producer Ellen Collet, 
and Maddock embark on 
location scouting throughout 
the west. BELOW & RIGHT: Finn 
Carter flails as a Graboid gets 
closer; Walter and Burt (Victor 
Wong and Michael Gross) inspect 
a prime cut of Graboid meat.

valley town with interesting rock formations 
against a picturesque mountain range 
backdrop. “We had access to a private jet to 
go scout all over the west, so it immediately 
got into serious pre-production even before 
we had the cast,” says the director. Amid 
the variety of locales investigated, a little 
spot situated at the edge of Death Valley 
stuck in Underwood’s brain as the perfect 
Perfection. “I had already gotten to where 
we ended up, Lone Pine, on my own, just 
driving around,” he remembers. “I drove 
through the California deserts in early pre-
production before Universal was involved 
and thought that the Alabama Hills area 
between the Sierras and Lone Pine was 
a perfect place to set this movie because 
of all the rock formations, and it’s just so 
great a landscape. But we were looking for 
where the best tax incentives would be, 
where the most support would be, so we 
went to Las Vegas, we went to Arizona, we 
went to Utah. We never found a place that 
was as good as Lone Pine.”

Getting the full go-ahead to make 
TREMORS was still contingent on studio-
approved casting, and that hinged upon 
finding bankable stars who would be willing 
to grapple with Graboids. Kevin Bacon 
was always on Underwood’s wish list, and 
fortunately he responded strongly to the 
writing and signed on to the project. “He 
was on [Universal’s] short list—and voila, 
it was a green light,” beams Underwood. 
For Bacon, it was a very different set of 
circumstances that led him to commit to 
the picture. Money was getting tight, he 
was going through family turmoil, and wife 
Kyra Sedgwick was pregnant with their 
first child. “Truth be told, I was horrified to 

be having to do a movie about underground 
worms,” the now 56-year-old actor says 
candidly. “I thought it was an amusing 
script, but I wanted to be taken seriously.” 
But he clarifies, “Once I sign on, I’m in 
all the way. I don’t second-guess things. I 
commit, and this was no exception.”

Before Fred Ward was cast, the studio 
was pushing for veteran star James Garner 
to share the spotlight with Bacon. “I think 
James Garner didn’t really want to do it, and 
I feel like Fred was so much more right for 
it,” opines Underwood. “I think they were 
trying to settle some [legal entanglements] 

with Garner about ROCKFORD FILES, 
kind of a gesture. And ICM was pushing an 
English actor, and I thought what a weird 
choice that would be. I just was amazed 
at, in my first movie, how much pressure 
is put on you to go the wrong way casting-
wise, from all sources—either for political 
reasons, or with good intentions—that 
would just be disastrous.” 

Next up, the producers had to find the 
perfect actress for their female lead, Rhonda 
LeBeck, the seismology grad student who 
is investigating curious tremors in the 
outskirts of Perfection. “We really wanted 
Finn Carter as Rhonda. She was not the 
studio type of leading lady, certainly, 
which is why we wanted her,” recalls 
Underwood. “[Universal execs] were 
thinking somebody like Bridget Fonda, 
but it just didn’t make sense. I mean, we 
wanted somebody who was believable as a 
scientist who is out there in the desert.” A 
stage and soap star who had done only one 
theatrical feature, Carter laughs, “I was a 
complete theater snob, and I was reading 
the script and thought, ‘Oh my god, what is 
this?’ I just completely didn’t get it. But I 

went to the audition. I didn’t know it had 
a comedic quality to it at all, so I took it 
deadly seriously, which is probably why 
I got the part.” Still reluctant to board 
the “strange and silly” project after she 
nabbed the role, she reveals, “Apparently 
Heather Locklear really wanted the part; 
I’m a very competitive person, and my 
ego was in some way stroked by that, 
because she was a known commodity … 
all of a sudden, I wanted it.”

Casting is a very meticulous process. Not 
only do the filmmakers struggle to find the 
perfect avatar for their character to leap 
from the page, but they must have a certain 
charisma, a palpable chemistry with their 
co-stars, and a particular comfort with the 
production—all on top of the factor that 
studios weigh the bankability of a star both 
domestically and abroad. The Universal 
brass wanted someone in the TREMORS 
cast that would have strong small-screen 
recognition to help TV distribution sales. 
Enter FAMILY TIES sitcom dad Michael 
Gross. “One of the last people I would’ve 
thought would be right for Burt Gummer 
would be Michael, but he came in and read 
for the part and had me believing that there 

were monsters under 
the floor in our office,” 
grins Underwood. “I 
mean, he jumped up 
on the furniture, and it 
was great. He was just 
so fully committed. He 
was wonderful, and we 
definitely wanted him.” 
Luckily for Gross, the 

filmmakers were fond of casting against type. 
“I was surprised [that they cast me], because 
Burt Gummer was very out of character for 
the vision that people had of me for seven 
years on FAMILY TIES: a very liberal, soft-
spoken, sweet man,” says Gross. “I thought 
it was a mistake at first. [But] I love variety, 
more than I want to eat the same meal every 
night, so doing something different was 
always on my mind.”

Side-by-side with survivalist Burt 
Gummer is his capable wife Heather, and 
along came another unconventional choice: 
country music spitfire Reba McEntire. “She 
was probably MCA’s biggest recording 
artist at the time, and she was a huge, huge 
star,” says Underwood. “She had never done 
movies and was interested.” But the first-
time director was reluctant to work with a 
rookie actor, saying, “I didn’t want to have 
some stunt-casting situation.” Needless 
to say, she aced her audition, and was so 
good that she shifted the way Underwood 
approaches casting to this day, “because you 
have to be open to surprises; you can’t come 
in with lots of expectations about somebody 
before they come in and meet with you and 
talk about it or read for it.”

A portion of the TREMORS action finds 
the central cast of characters assembling 
in Walter Chang’s general store. BIG 
TROUBLE IN LITTLE CHINA character 
actor Victor Wong was recruited as Walter 
to coin the catchy “Graboid” moniker 
for the monsters, devise a moneymaking 
scheme from one of the creature’s severed 
tentacles, and meet his maker in the gullet 
of a vicious Graboid. THE MILAGRO 
BEANFIELD WAR actor Tony Genaro 
was chosen to play the stalwart Miguel; 
busy child star Bobby Jacoby (later known 
as Robert Jayne) would play Melvin, 
the boy who cried wolf; Richard Marcus 
played Nestor; and mother-daughter duo 
Nancy and Mindy Sterngood were played 
by Charlotte Stewart, a David Lynch 
repertory player, and seasoned pre-teen 
actress Ariana Richards, who would go on 
to greater fame in JURASSIC PARK. 

“[TREMORS] is so unique, really, that 
it’ll always have strong memories for me 
as an experience,” says Richards, now 
35 years old. “I have a funny story that I 
remember from the audition. I was there at 
a callback. Toward the end of the interview, 
they were talking about pogo sticks—just 
so you know, I had never seen a pogo stick 
in my life—and they asked me, ‘Ariana, 
can you ride a pogo stick?’ I gave them 
a big smile and I said, ‘Yes, I can!’ And 
after I left the interview, I went up to 
my mom and said, ‘We need to go buy a 
pogo stick!’ It’s good to put yourself out 
there and try new things, and just go for it 
sometimes.” The Graboids in TREMORS 
are attracted to vibrations, like those 
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The residents of Perfection collect around a Graboid tentacle/soon-to-be Polaroid spectacle.

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP: Reba McEntire locks and loads; a collection 
of Ariana Richards’ personal photos on set with co-stars Kevin 
Bacon and Michael Gross; that pogo stick tackle. 

emitted from jackhammers and, well, pogo 
sticks, leading to a moment in the film in 
which Val saves Mindy from certain death 
as she pogos obliviously through town. “I 
still remember pogo-sticking along during 
filming and getting rugby-tackled by Kevin 
Bacon,” Ariana says with a laugh. “I was 
so dedicated it’s not even funny. I was there 
practicing on that thing every afternoon 
until I was this little master.”

SNOW IN THE DESERT AND 

CHICKEN FRIED STEAK

At last, TREMORS was cast, pre-
production was complete, and the film 
was ready to roll with an $8 million 
budget and 56-day shoot. “Let me tell you 
about our first day,” says Underwood with 
a wry smile. The call sheet for Day One 
called for driving shots through the desert 
landscape as Val and Earl head over to see 
Rhonda. And wouldn’t you know it—it 
started to snow. “Expectations, and what 
actually happens, are always so different,” 
says the director. “I was so worried about 
being in the desert and having the cast and 
crew fatigued by heat. The last thing I ever 

thought we’d have a problem with was 
snow. You can actually see snow in some 
scenes on the ground [in the final cut].” 
Prior to that uncontrollable disruption, 
Underwood recalls heading to basecamp 
at the start of the day and witnessing 
the prop guy trying to restart his truck’s 
engine—and rolling uncontrollably into 
a telephone pole. “I knew from that 
moment to throw all my expectations out 
the window and just go with whatever’s 
happening,” says the practical filmmaker. 
“I was very nervous.”

There’s a dog-eared adage in Hollywood 
that warns to never work with children or 
animals—or clunky mechanical effects—
due to their unpredictable nature. But 
Underwood dove in relatively unfazed, 
having had prior experience with similar 
obstacles. “The only thing I was totally 
blown away and surprised by was the fact 
that I was just as pressured, and had lack of 
time, as all of my little short films,” he says. 
“I thought when I got into features, there 
was going to be so much more time, and we 
could really just make everything perfect. I 
was just as rushed as I’d ever been.” Despite 
those pressures to stay on schedule and 

within the budget, Ron received high marks 
from his cast, who considered him to be 
level-headed. Says Gross, “What was great 
about it is he didn’t seem at all nervous or 
concerned—he didn’t lose his cool, ever; 
he just seemed unflappable. He’s one of 
the nicest people in the world, quick to 
laugh. You would’ve thought there was no 
pressure.” Carter agrees, “It was an anxiety-
free shoot. It really felt like a collective of 
good people who wanted to make a good 
movie and have fun doing it. There was 
definitely that kind of team spirit, that we 
were all making this effort together.”

Camaraderie on the set was another plus 
for the at-times grueling shoot, and the cast 
and crew would spend quality time together 
in the remote location once that final 
“martini shot” was called and the camera 
gate was clean—often heading for drinks 
at the Double L Bar in town. “The whole 
crew was just the best bunch of people; I 
made a lot of friends on that shoot,” says 
Carter. “I probably shouldn’t admit this, 
but I was often in the hot tub with half the 
crew drinking tequila.” 

“I spent a lot of time with the kids,” 
remembers Gross, who sought refuge from 

the heat in the cool water. “That’s where 
Ron Underwood’s kids were a lot of the 
time, as well as Ariana Richards. I spent 
a ton of time with her on my back in the 
swimming pool, jumping off my shoulders. 
We had a great time.” Ariana has similar 
fond memories of splashing around: 
“Michael was a blast. He would joke around 
with us a lot. He was great with kids, so 
we were always just playing around the 
pool because it was super hot. When we 
weren’t working on a scene, we were in 
the pool having fun.” The Lone Pine desert 
also presented plenty of opportunities to 
experience the prickly desert wildlife. “If 
I wasn’t working on a scene, I could be 
out exploring with my teacher or my mom 
[and younger sister] just looking around 
at things,” beams Ariana. “A lot of rattlers 
were around there where we filmed. There 
was actually a snake wrangler on the set, 
so I was always watching out for rattlers 
and scorpions. But I was kind of fascinated 
at the same time by the exotic quality of 
all these things. I thought it was exciting. A 
little naive. I should’ve been more afraid!”

Gross adds that hanging with Reba, on 
and off the set, was a hoot. “[She] and 
I would wander down to Main Street in 
Lone Pine and get ourselves a chicken 

fried steak somewhere. She was a great 
sport. She was just anything goes. I’d 
work with her again in a minute, because 
she was a darn nice person.” Other times, 
the country superstar would jet-set away 
when she wasn’t shooting so she could 
perform multiple concerts, and she even 
got married during a whirlwind weekend 
in Lake Tahoe between performances. 
“She was so sweet and energetic and 
friendly,” says Ariana. “I got to know 
her when we weren’t filming scenes and 
chat and stuff, and that’s when I became 
a fan of her music, which I still am these 
days, and I’m still friends with her.” As 
for Ariana’s relationship with Bacon, she 
offers, “I had not seen FOOTLOOSE, 
so I was not aware of his work in that, 

but he did a great job. He was very 
professional. Since I was very young, 
it’s not that we had any super in-depth 
conversations together or anything. And 
besides, most of the time Kevin was out 
being chased by giant worms!”

As for Fred Ward, Carter muses, “I 
think of Fred as being like this beat poet 
from the ’50s. That’s his personality to 
me—this really cool guy.” “He’s just 
a sweetheart,” chimes in Gross of the 
chisel-jawed actor. “He had his barbells; 
he was keeping buff. As I recall, he was 
teaching himself some jazz guitar. Fred 
is somewhat taciturn. He’s the nicest 
guy, and when he’s got something to say, 
it’s important. And when he doesn’t, he 
doesn’t waste his time.”
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LEFT: The group seeks 
refuge and plots their next 
move. BELOW: Pop Goes the 
Graboid! SFX craftsman make 
convincing killer worms. 
OPPOSITE: Prod. Designer 
Ivo Cristante designed the 
Chang’s Market roof to 
collapse repeatedly.

THE GRABOID EFFECT AND 

BULLDOZER TECHNOLOGY

Up until TREMORS came along, 
Sci-Fi fans would usually associate the 
concept of giant underground worms 
with the impressive Arrakis monstrosities 
of Frank Herbert’s DUNE—and David 
Lynch’s much-maligned 1984 adaptation. 
Underwood, Maddock, and Wilson wanted 
to make sure they steered as clear of that 
look as possible. Underwood says, “Alec 
Gillis and Tom Woodruff Jr. were the 
designers of the creature, and it was their 
first film, I believe, with their company 
[Amalgamated Dynamics] after leaving 
Stan Winston. They had worked on 
ALIENS and lots of incredible films with 
Stan. The creature was described in the 
script pretty much as-is, [and] they came 
up with this cool and strange-looking 
thing very quickly. It evolved over time, 
and we were trying to hone it, but it was 
amazing from the beginning.” Amusingly, 

as faxes were being sent back and forth 
between Amalgamated Dynamics and the 
filmmakers while they streamlined the 
concepts, early designs evoked unsolicited 
giggles from some of the women in the 
TREMORS production office, who thought 
that the worms looked way too phallic with 
their “foreskin”-like necks. Underwood 
grins knowingly, “Yeah, I remember that.”

Lest we forget, TREMORS was 
produced in the pre-digital effects age, 
so all of the Graboid action was practical 
and in-camera. “We made the film with 
bulldozer technology primarily, because 
we were digging holes all over the place,” 
says the director. “We had to come up 
with some way of really seeing this stuff, 
really doing it, since we didn’t have CGI or 
anything like that. We had a lot of difficulty 

doing our effects, because you’re trying to 
do things that are not physically possible. 
I mean, the physics of putting a 30-foot 
worm through the ground is very hard to 
put your head around.” Full-scale Graboids 
were constructed for the film, as well as 
1/4 scale versions for miniature work, plus 
a variety of in-between stages, including 
hand puppets. Sometimes, the actors were 
presented with a simple coffee can to focus 
their gaze. “I didn’t realize I wouldn’t 
actually see the monster when I had to 
shoot some scenes,” says Finn. “I’d be on 
the water tower, and Ron would be 30 feet 
below me making these monster faces and 
sounds for me to react to. … I would just 
be laughing. I just couldn’t take this sweet 
man seriously who was trying to scare the 
bejesus out of me.”

For those moments when the monsters 
would burst out of the ground to attack, 
the effects team would create a hole in 
the ground and then install an elevator 
to pop them up. On the set, the creations 
were simply called Graboids, although 
the one that gets its tentacle ripped off in 
the beginning was affectionately named 
“Stumpy”. Underwood also credits 
production designer Ivo Cristante with 
being truly inventive in the design and 
construction of some of the sets. “He put 
the roof of Chang’s Market on springs and 
designed the collapsing roof as part of the 
structure,” says the director. “The other 
buildings were shaken by motors that were 
originally used at Universal for the 1974 
movie EARTHQUAKE, which were like 
over-sized paint shakers.” 

TREMORS is packed with “How’d 
they do that?” moments, including one of 
the film’s signature set pieces in which a 
Graboid invades “the wrong godd —n rec 
room”—the fully-stocked artillery den 
of Burt and Heather Gummer. Reba says 
she had a blast filming that sequence, and 
Gross points out that the dynamics required 
to film a scene like that can be nerve-
wracking for an actor: “This [monster] is 
full-sized and coming through the wall—to 
set it up again would take them a day and a 
half… and all I can think is, ‘Oh pray God I 
don’t screw up somehow.’ They’re trying to 
run four cameras at one time so they could 

get it at every angle, 
and  once that wall 
and stuff starts to 
go, there’s no going 
back.” He adds with 
a laugh, “My motto 
is ‘Better Acting 
Through Personal 
Embarrassment.’”

“We actually 
crashed a full-scale 
creature through 
that wall [using a 
trolley],” confirms 
Underwood. “Then 
our miniature guys—Robert and Dennis 
Skotak—were really ingenious. A shot 
Bob Skotak encouraged me to do in that 
basement scene is one that I use all the 
time on everything I do now, which is a 
whip-pan from the miniature to Michael 
and Reba. And so we were whipping over 
to them, and he whipped off his miniature, 
and it feels like the same shot. It helps with 
the energy and tying the thing together as if 
it’s the same scale.” In addition to using a 
variety of other camera effects to illustrate 
the Graboids’ point of view, from simple 
low-angle shots to fast-moving pogo cams, 
Underwood kept mixing it up to keep the 
audience on their toes. “Concept-wise, 
low angles were important because the 
creatures were underground, and so seeing 
people from below was good just because 

it’s where the danger is coming from,” 
he explains. “I really wanted to have an 
underground shot of a creature going by the 
camera, and I wanted a POV underground 
shot; it was incredible to get the illusion 
that you’re pushing the camera through 
dirt, which was done by having a camera 
facing up in a clear cylinder and dropping 
dirt on the lens.” As for that surface-rising 
effect that allows the audience to track the 
subterranean Graboid from above ground, 
the filmmakers built a long trench, covered 
it with dirt mats, put a boat buoy in it that 
they attached to a truck, and slammed on 
the gas. “We also used that [method] on the 
front of Chang’s store when the boards are 
flying, which is so simple.”

Fortunately, interacting with these 
full-sized beasts was a real fun time for 
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OPPOSITE: Universal’s marketing “tabloid” cover promoting 
the film; Kevin Bacon points out the craft service table 
for Finn Carter. ABOVE, CLOCKWISE FROM TOP: Bibi Besch 
screams in terror; Underwood directs Ward; the horse attack 
led some test audience members to cry “animal cruelty!”

Ariana—not yet 10 years old at the time—as 
opposed to a nightmare-inducing experience 
requiring years of therapy. “I thought it was 
kind of fascinating,” she says. “I remember 
from that young child’s wonder-filled 
perspective of the newness of it all, and I 
would walk up to the models and touch the 
latex, and watch the prop people and makeup 
people getting all the gooey substances and 
squeezing it all over everything. It’s fun 
for me, actually, looking back on how they 
created the monsters, because I’ve had kind 
of a tour, when I look at my resume, through 
the different eras of special effects.”

One effect that failed miserably—on the 
last night of shooting, naturally—was the 
gag that shows Jim and Megan’s (played 
by Conrad Bachmann and Bibi Besch) car 
dragged underground during a Graboid 
attack. “Half way through the night I was 
told by the special effects man that the car 
wouldn’t sink into the pool we had dug and 
covered with vermiculite to look like ground,” 
remembers Underwood. The vermiculite 
had absorbed the water and was acting like 
a solid surface. “So we had to just build up 
berms around the car to give the illusion 
that it was sinking.” The dilemma proved to 

be one last exercise in creative 
compromise. “Trust the script,” 
concludes the veteran director. 
“That’s so important, because 
you’re shooting it all out of 
order; and if you believe in the 
script from the beginning, just 
trust in that, because it will be 
your savior. I was distraught by 
the number of physical special 
effects that didn’t work, and I 
was just beside myself about 
the many things [overall] that 
[went wrong], but Gale Anne 
Hurd gave me good advice 
about that. She said, ‘That’s 
filmmaking. Things don’t 
work. It’ll all come together in 
the editing.’” 

A KISS AND A COYOTE: FINE-

TUNING TREMORS

With the film in the can and the first cut 
ready to be seen by the public, Universal 
previewed TREMORS for a test market 
group, which went “nuts” for the movie. 
“They just loved it, which was great; it 
was a thrilling experience watching it 
with that audience,” recalls Underwood. 
But the final moment of the movie proved 
to be unfulfilling for the moviegoers, who 
really wanted to see Val and Rhonda kiss. 
“After Val and Rhonda say goodbye, Val 
is talking to Earl in the truck and Earl just 
can’t believe he didn’t act on his desires 
with Rhonda,” Underwood says of the 
original ending. “They get in their truck, 

they take off from Perfection, they’re 
finally going to make it to Bixby. Kevin’s 
with a cigarette in his mouth, he’s looking 
for the lighter, and then Fred doesn’t have 
it. Fred says, ‘That girl must have it,’ 
and Kevin goes, ‘Damn, that was a good 
lighter,’ and he does a U-turn. That was 
the end of the movie. And the audience 
was chanting, ‘Kiss her! Kiss her! Kiss 
her!’ So, the studio wanted us to change 
the ending to have him kiss her.” With 
the additional funding, they went back 
to the desert to redo that final scene, and 
Bacon says with a grin, “Luckily, my 
hair was still long.” Carter jokes, “I was 
basically flown out from New York for 
a day of kissing Kevin Bacon. I mean, it 
was such a burden. He’s a really great guy, 
and we’re kissing, and in between every 
take we’re like, ‘How’s the baby? Is she 
breastfeeding?’ Because, by then, Kyra 
had given birth.”

Universal also wanted to change the 
opening of the film, influenced by their 
pending $6 billion sale to the consumer 

electronics giant Matsushita. “Japan 
was a very big market, and Japan loves 
earthquakes, so they wanted us to change 
the opening to explain where these creatures 
come from, which was really against all 
that we wanted,” recalls Underwood. “But 
we went out and shot it because they were 
kind of adamant about it.” The resulting 
opening sequence, which never made the 
final cut, showed a Vegas billboard along 
the desert highway trembling during an 
earthquake. A nearby coyote, snacking on 
roadkill, runs off camera—and we hear 
him get devoured by a Graboid. “When 
we previewed the film again, people hated 
our cruelty to animals throughout the 
film—the horses being attacked, the dead 
cattle—everything that had been fine with 
the first showings of the film. The coyote 
being killed at the beginning influenced 
their thinking. It was really interesting, the 
perception. And so the studio said, ‘Okay, 
no earthquake.’ We were so happy about 
it, because the preview just was a disaster 
after that [first victory].”

Essentially a horror/monster movie 
hybrid, the combination of thrills, chills, and 
humor in TREMORS, while potent, actually 
made the film difficult for the Universal 
team to effectively market to the masses. 
They decided to target straightforward 
horror fans, and that didn’t quite result in 
the word-of-mouth response they were 
hoping for. “That audience didn’t respond 
so well, because [competitive] films at the 
time were like NIGHTMARE ON ELM 
STREET—darker [films]. TREMORS was 
a throwback film that was odd for its time, 
definitely. Brent and Steve and I had grown 
up in the ’50s watching monster movies 
and wanted to do something fresh with that, 
turning a lot of expectations on their side. 
So it’s a little off.” Underwood also points 
out that the January release date “was kind 
of a hard month to come out. But it was 
embraced by the critical community, which 
helped its afterlife. We were lucky there was 
home video and all that stuff that could keep 
people seeing it, because if it had been many 
years earlier, when it had its chance in the 
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K evin Bacon is nothing if not forthright. The prolific Golden Globe and SAG Award winner has enjoyed a fantastic and varied career 
over close to four decades now (there’s a valid reason why everyone is Six Degrees of Separation from Kevin Bacon), but for years he 
seemed to try to distance himself from the 1990 fan-favorite monster movie TREMORS. Yearning to be taken more seriously among 

the acting greats, he started to leverage his opportunities in the early ’90s to work with the top directors in Hollywood and to pursue more 
unconventional roles, all to gain artistic credibility following the “pop star” celebrity he achieved in the ’80s thanks to FOOTLOOSE.  

In his exclusive interview with FM, a very candid Kevin makes it no secret that TREMORS came at a time in his life when he was especially 
vulnerable and felt like his career choices were “going in the toilet”; he reveals that he had an anxiety attack right before starting production; 
that he was so deep into character that he had actual Graboid nightmares while filming; how, in retrospect, he thinks the Universal flick was a 
game changer in the way that a film’s success is evaluated—and he even offers up that he’d return fo r a TREMORS reboot!

Famous Monsters. We’re big fans of 
TREMORS here at Famous Monsters, and 
it’s very hard to believe that a full 25 years 
have gone by since the movie opened in 
theaters. Michael Gross, Reba McEntire, 
Ariana Richards, and Ron Underwood 
have all been happy to revisit the movie.
Kevin Bacon. That’s awesome. I love the 
movie too.
FM. Were you a fan of monsters growing up? 
KB. There was probably a year or so when 
I was really into monsters, and I had a 
collection of plastic models of monsters…
FM. Those great Revell kits? 
KB. Yeah, the Revell ones: Creature from 
the Black Lagoon, Dracula, Frankenstein, 
Wolfman—you know, you got the kit and 
you had the instructions and delicious-
smelling glue [laughs]. I put those all 
together, so I was definitely into it.
FM. I remember those had optional glow-
in-the-dark pieces.

KB. That’s right! That’s absolutely right.
FM. Were there specific movies you 
loved watching?
KB. You know, we had something called 
CHILLER, and then we had something 
called CREATURE FEATURE, I guess 
a Saturday night horror movie channel in 
Philly that would roll stuff, so yeah, I liked 
all those guys that I mentioned—Creature 
from the Black Lagoon, and Frankenstein 
and Dracula. But I really would say I’m 
mostly a zombie fan, starting with NIGHT 
OF THE LIVING DEAD.

FM. Looking back to the late ’80s: your 
career is in high gear following the 
success of FOOTLOOSE. I’m curious 
what your mindset was like when 
TREMORS came along…
KB. Well, that’s not actually true. My mindset 
was that my wife [Kyra Sedgwick] had 
gotten pregnant, I had just gotten married, 

my mother had been diagnosed with cancer, 
every movie that I was doing was just going 
in the toilet, and TREMORS was not what I 
had in mind for my career. Everything after 
FOOTLOOSE was this kind of desperate 
attempt to be taken seriously, because I was 
kind of like a pop star, and it’s not De Niro, or 
Pacino, or Dustin Hoffman, or Meryl Streep, 
you know what I mean? It was exactly what 
I didn’t want. So TREMORS was really a 
question of, I’ve got to do something; I’ve 
got to work because I’ve got a family, and my 
bank account was dwindling, and here comes 
hard, cold reality. So I kind of went into the 
movie kind of reluctantly. But there was 
enough of a salary to make it worthwhile.
FM. So you’re swallowing your pride to a 
certain extent.
KB. Totally. I remember having an 
anxiety attack, just saying to my wife, “I 
can’t believe I’m doing a movie about 
underground worms.”

By David Weiner
An Exclusive Tremors Interview With Kevin Bacon

theater and that’s it, it would’ve been gone.”
TREMORS just about doubled its 

production budget at the box office during 
its run in theaters, leading the Universal 
brass to suggest a sequel. But the borderline 
success of the first film also led to much 
discussion as to whether or not the follow-
up should be a theatrical release or straight 
to video, and that indecision pretty much 
torpedoed any possibility that top-billed 
star Bacon would return. Meanwhile, 
Underwood followed up TREMORS with 
a box-office home run—the Billy Crystal 
cowboy comedy CITY SLICKERS—
putting the director in high demand and 
unavailable to return to Perfection. S.S. 
Wilson stepped into the TREMORS II: 
AFTERSHOCKS director’s chair, with 
Ward and Gross returning for the south-
of-the-border adventure, but it still went 
straight to video in 1996, as did every 
subsequent TREMORS sequel. Maddock 
took his turn directing TREMORS 3: 
BACK TO PERFECTION (2001), and 
Wilson returned to direct TREMORS 4: 
THE LEGEND BEGINS (2004). There 
was also a short-lived TREMORS TV 
series in 2003, and more than a decade 

later, the franchise is getting a facelift 
with TREMORS 5 (due October 2015), as 
Universal has decided to put a new creative 
team on the project. Ironically, the glue that 
holds the entire franchise together to this 
day is Michael Gross, who has starred in 
every single TREMORS project made. “I 
don’t think that it was anybody’s intention,” 
says Gross of his multiple outings as fan-
favorite Burt Gummer. “I think the thing I 
ultimately had on my side was the fact that 
Burt was so well and interestingly written. 
Steve and Brent loved writing for Burt 
because Burt was so outrageous, the same 
way the writers on FAMILY TIES adored 
and fell in love with the character of Alex 
P. Keaton. And when the writers fall in love 
with a character, it’s got a life of its own. 
Their imaginations go wild.”

HEARTLAND LOVE AND A 

TREMORS REBOOT

Reflecting on the enduring adoration of the 
original TREMORS, Ariana Richards—who 
returned as an adult to star in TREMORS 
3—says, “It is so popular, I have tell you. I 

was just at a Comic-Con recently in the U.K., 
in London and Belfast, and as popular as 
JURASSIC PARK always is at these things, 
there were some die-hard TREMORS fans 
that came up to the table to meet me. There 
was a pile of TREMORS photos that I was 
signing for some people, but once those were 
sold out, some of the people were just so 
disappointed.” Bacon also points out that of 
the steady flow of fans who approach him, “a 
giant percentage” want to talk TREMORS. 
“Especially outside the big urban centers, 
which is one of the reasons why I have such 
fondness for the movie,” he says. “It’s very 
specifically an American heartland kind 
of movie.” Carter offers, “The success of 
TREMORS for 25 years is a direct result 
of word of mouth, I think. TREMORS fans 
don’t see it once; they don’t see it twice. They 
see it 30 times.” Underwood singles out the 
humor of the film and the fun underground 
monster concept as keys to the film’s success, 
but ultimately credits his cast for pulling it 
off: “It’s really the actors that we had in that 
film that were the best special effect we had. 
They made you believe, and that was a big 
lesson I learned from that film. If your actors 
are totally committed, you can believe almost 
anything in a movie.” 

With so much affection for the film going 
strong a quarter century later, and with 
more and more projects picking up decades 
after their swan song—from STAR WARS: 
THE FORCE AWAKENS and TWIN 
PEAKS to perhaps BLADE RUNNER 
and X-FILES—it begs the question: 
would the original film’s participants, 
including Underwood and Bacon, ever 
consider returning to Perfection for one 
more tango with the Graboids? The answer 
may surprise you: “Honestly, I would like 
to reboot it, you know? I really would,” 
reveals Bacon. “I would love to see where 
these characters are now, and where that 
town is now. I’ve never played a character 
25 years later.” And Underwood replies, 
“If the studio and Kevin Bacon wanted to 
[pick up] what happened to [everyone after 
that first film], I definitely would be there. 
So I guess I still believe in TREMORS. I 
was personally committed to TREMORS 
for so many years, so it’s very, very dear to 
my heart.” Hear that, Universal?
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“I would love to see where these characters are now, and where 
that town is now. I’ve never played a character 25 years later.”

FM. We’ll talk about your experience 
making the movie shortly, but when all 
was said and done, when you saw the 
final product in the theater, were you 
encouraged? 
KB. I loved it. I loved it. Are you kidding 
me? I thought it was fantastic. I thought that 
Ron, Michael, Reba, the cinematographer, 
the effects guys, I thought everybody did 
a great job. Fred [Ward], of course—I 
thought we had a great thing together, and I 
thought the movie was terrific. But I could 
feel that Universal was having a little bit of 
a tough time figuring out how to sell it. It is 
in some ways one of the most complicated 
genres—horror-comedy.
FM. It wasn’t a tentpole-style film, so to 
speak, but it definitely had a surprisingly 
larger scope and much more quality effects 
than a lot of people expected from the silly 
premise. And I think that’s one of the big 
reasons it was such an entertaining film and 
such a winner, because I suspect audience 
members’ expectations started low, and 
around every corner, whether it was the clever 

writing or the quality craftsmanship that went 
into it, people said, “Oh wait, this is actually 
a better film than we thought it would be. Oh, 
I’m actually being entertained and laughing 
out loud. Oh wow, these monsters are really 
realistic!”
KB. But as is clear even now, scary-funny is a 
tough one to make work. Like in SHAUN OF 
THE DEAD, for instance, a film that I love. 
That’s tough. So I guess what I’m saying is 
that even back then, I was a little… I went to 
the premiere, I remember rolling up, thinking, 
“It’s not the best theater,” you know what I 
mean? And I started to get a sense that—this 
is back before I even had an inkling about 
tracking or anything like that—that maybe 
Universal was not really confident in the 
movie, or getting it. And, as you know, it 
really didn’t open well.
FM. No, it didn’t play especially well. It 
didn’t bomb, but it did not do well at the box 
office. Instead, it really found an audience in 
home video.
KB. Exactly. I think it was, in some ways, 
one of the pioneers of the impact that a home 

video movie could have. And I was thinking 
about how remarkable it is, obviously 
through really terrible circumstances, THE 
INTERVIEW had to go to VOD. But in 
some ways, it sort of changed the whole 
game there, because it’s made a nice 

chunk of change on VOD, and I think that 
TREMORS perhaps had some of the same 
game-changing impact, right? Because 
it wasn’t just that it was a crappy title—
whatever, or a girl with big tits on the box 
that people would rent—but it was a good 
movie. And also, amazingly, the age range 
that could appreciate it, or could watch it 
without being completely offended by it, 
was pretty wide. Although I just recently 
watched it and—honestly, everyone always 
says this, but I really don’t look at my 
movies, but I watched it for a very specific 
reason—and it was fantastic. And it’s also 
a very, very good-looking movie. I mean, 
it looks great! I had forgotten there were 
things like the first shot of me taking a leak, 
and there’s a lot of cigarettes in it—things 
you probably wouldn’t get away with now 
in a PG-13 movie.
FM. And there are a couple moments where 
characters are clearly saying the F-word, but 
they’ve been dubbed—“motherhumper”. 
But hindsight being 20/20, I don’t think 
those edits mattered much at the box office, 

even though they tried to get a broader 
audience with that PG-13. The fans have 
really rallied by this movie, to the point 
of defending it by declaring that it didn’t 
belong on a 2010 Wired magazine list of 
the top cheesy films of all time. 
KB. That’s good! Yeah, I don’t think of it 
as cheesy. I really don’t. I think that the 
relationship between the two guys, being 
stuck and not having a plan, and not having 
any kind of motivation, and not looking at 
the bigger picture, I thought that was really 
kind of interesting and funny. And, from 
my point of view, on top of everything else, 
[my character’s] afraid to tell the girl that 
he likes her. There was certainly good stuff 
in the screenplay.
FM. Wilson and Maddock’s script is very 
clever. Ron told me that the studio loved the 
final cut so much that after it performed well 
in an audience test screening and the people 
were cheering for you and Finn Carter to 
kiss, they gave the production more money to 
shoot a new ending.
KB. That’s right, I re-shot the ending just for 

the kiss. I forgot about that. Luckily my hair 
was still long [laughs].

FM. At the start of filming, were you at all 
trepidatious to be working with Ron, since 
he was a first-time feature director?
KB. You know, he’s a really nice guy, and 
he really seemed like he knew what he was 
doing. I felt good about it. I had a lot on 
my mind; we were living up in Lone Pine, 
CA, and my wife was about to have her first 
child—she had to get in the car and drive 
from Lone Pine down to LA to be checked 
and see if she was dilating, and the hospital 
was not close. There was some kind of a 
clinic, or a birthing room, or something 
like that, that was probably about an hour 
away, and that’s where we were going to 
head if her water broke. So we were living 
in a house in this tiny little town. There 
was a lot of stuff hitting me. Just big life 
questions. It’s a big moment when you’re 
stepping up and having a kid—my first kid. 
I would have dreams and wake up in the 
middle of the night and literally pick her 

up and carry her out on the street 
because I was afraid there were 
worms about to come up and attack 
us in our bedroom.
FM. Really! Your mind was that 
far down the rabbit hole at that 
point in time?
KB. Yeah. Because, like I said, I 
don’t care what it is—you could 
look at it from the outside as a silly 
monster movie, but if you’re actually 
the actor playing it, all that fear, and 
the job that you have to do… you 
have to commit to that.

FM. Those animatronic Graboids 
are very convincing. This was back 
in the day when practical effects 
were still king. You’re not working 
with a green screen, you’re working 
with giant, full-scale puppets and 
animatronic creatures. Was it a source 
of frustration having to be patient as 
they worked out the technical snafus 
for those creature effects?
KB. I don’t really remember. What I do 
remember is spending a lot of hours in the 
blazing sun in the middle of the desert. I 
definitely didn’t do enough sunscreen and 
hats and all that. The wind, the sand, the 
dust, the sun; there were days that you would 
drive home and you were just caked with 
dust, and physically exhausted. Although 
the good news was that there were very few 
nights on that film. So you know when the 
sun goes down, [the day is done]. Which is 
another cool thing about the movie: how 
often do you have monster movies where 
it’s almost never night?

FM. How was the camaraderie on the 
set? Was your mind very much on Kyra 
and the baby and your career, or did you 
get a chance to bond with your co-stars, 
especially given the remote nature of the 
Lone Pine location?
KB. No, it was good. We would go to the 
Double L Bar. I think there might still be 
a picture there of the movie. It was good. 
I was pretty focused on her, but I don’t 
remember any tension. I don’t remember 
any problems. You know, I was at a point 
in my life where I wasn’t doing like a, say, 
DINER or something like that where we 
were all hanging out every night going to 
strip clubs. I also really was completely 
exhausted by the end of the day, I have 
to say, just because of the elements. The 
hiking was amazing…

FM. Talking about DINER, I saw that you 
posted a photo online of you with Paul 
Reiser and Daniel Stern celebrating together 
this past New Year’s Eve. That’s wonderful. 
I’ve worked on movie sets—you form this 
instant tight-knit family and community for 
a very short period of time, and then you’re 
off to the next. There’s a bit of a feeling of 
abandonment to a certain degree, and you’ve 
made a career of it. Is that the kind of thing 
you think about, whether or not you’ll 
maintain these friendships and relationships 
25 years down the line? What’s the difference 
between a DINER and a TREMORS for you?
KB. You’re absolutely right about the 
feeling of abandonment, or the intensity of 
the relationships that are formed, and I can’t 
say that I’ve ever heard a journalist ever 
mention that, probably because they tend 
to not work on sets, so they wouldn’t really 
have that experience to really understand 
that, because that’s something that you have 
to kind of experience to know. When I was 
first struck with that phenomenon, it was 
kind of horrible and sad to me. What was 
bad about it was that I would go from a job 
and feel as though I’d found my best friend, 
my father figure, my mother figure, my 
lover, my uncle—whatever I was creating in 
the relationships—and then 2-3 weeks later 
we’d sort of stop calling, and then all of a 
sudden I’d be, “Well, how shallow am I as a 
person, to think that it’s something that it’s 
not?” And then an older actor kind of told 

me to shut up about that. J.T. Walsh, 
he said, “Listen, if this relationship 
is meant to sustain, be around, last, 
whatever, then it’ll last. If it’s not, 
then you’ll see yourself down the 
road. You’ll circle back at some point, 
and don’t beat yourself up about it.” 
And that was really helpful to me, 
because now I look and I say, yeah, 
I still kind of know—Paul [Reiser] 
for instance, and Danny [Stern]. You 
know, I haven’t really been in touch 
with Paul. We were close when we 
were doing the movie, and then 
stayed close after the movie for quite 
some time, and then he moved to 
LA, then New York, years went by, 
and then we weren’t really in touch. 
Then we found ourselves in another 
movie together, and then we started 
spending more time together. So, 
that’s okay. That’s our life.

FM. So, TREMORS wraps and 
comes to an end. Was there any interest in 
returning for TREMORS II?
KB. No, and I’ll tell you why. The reason 
that I wasn’t interested in it was that the 
first movie didn’t do well, and having a film 
do well on video back then was no badge 
of honor. With my career, I didn’t want to 
be big in video. That was my point earlier 
about THE INTERVIEW, was that things 
are kind of shaping up now. If you can 
make a movie nowadays that was a good 
movie and just really did great on VOD, 
then to me that’s sort of like the future; 
we’re going to bust this whole formula 
up—that it has to be on a big screen in the 
mall. But back then, that was not where I 
wanted to be.
FM. And you didn’t have the instant 
gratification of the numbers and the stats 
to let you know how well you were doing. 
It’s an entirely different ballgame now 
in which the medium’s delivery doesn’t 
matter as much anymore.
KB. Yeah, it doesn’t necessarily matter 
anymore. So when they came and said, 
“We’re going to go ahead and make this 
movie, Part Two, we’re going to try to get 
a theatrical release but we’re not sure that 
it’d be worth it,” you know, that wasn’t part 
of my game plan.
FM. Given your mindset and the concern 
you mentioned about the trajectory of your 
career, out of curiosity, what movie or 
movies did you make at that time that gave 
you more of a sense of security in terms of 



TREMORS
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By RON UNDERWOOD

Making TREMORS was a true labor of love, and quite an adventure, for 
acclaimed director Ron Underwood and his writing/producing partners Steve 
Wilson and Brent Maddock. Enjoy these behind-the-scenes photos from Ron’s 
personal collection, shared exclusively with Famous Monsters and featuring 
notes written by Ron specifically for our 25th anniversary tribute.

Ron & Brent go through casting ideas in the 
office. In the days before the internet, we 
would go through a book called the Academy 
Directory, published by the Motion Picture 
Academy, that had photos of all actors.

“I would have dreams… I was afraid that there were worms 
about to come up and attack us in our bedroom.”

where your career was headed, where things 
had started to turn around in your favor?
KB. Well, JFK was a definite turning 
point. I don’t know if I’ve ever felt secure 
enough—or if I feel secure enough ever; 
that’s not a word that I could really relate 
to—but JFK was a huge turning point 
because I got to really show more of a 
character-y side. Which is kind of funny 
to me, because when I look at TREMORS, 
that’s a pretty strong character! In fact, I 
remember early on, unless I’m wrong, 
they started getting nervous that I was 
doing too much of a character. Like, they 
didn’t expect that guy to have an accent, 
and I don’t know if it was Ron or it was 
the writers, I seem to remember them 
having a conversation that they needed to 
pull this guy back a little bit, and I was 
kind of incensed because I look at all of 
these guys as not me. Like, I’m really 
always looking at the things that are 
different. Sometimes I look for things that 
are similar, but my first jumping off point 
is, what’s different about this person? And 
in JFK, Oliver said to me, “Can you really 
be transformational in this? Can we see 
something that we haven’t seen?” And 
I said, “Yeah!” And that was kind of the 
lynchpin to let all the other [characters 
loose] in MURDER IN THE FIRST, THE 
RIVER WILD, APOLLO 13…
FM. Val in TREMORS is a big 

transformation. I kind of like to think of 
him as the less upwardly mobile cousin 
of your FOOTLOOSE character who just 
couldn’t quite get out of Perfection and 
couldn’t get everyone to dance in that 
town, either.
Kevin: Haha! Maybe!

FM. The TREMORS fans are very loyal, 
and to this day I’m sure many people 
approach you for all sorts of reasons, the 
way you touch their lives. Is TREMORS a 
percentage of that?
KB. A giant percentage. Giant. Especially 
outside the big urban centers, which is one 
of the reasons why I have such fondness 
for the movie. Because I feel like it’s 
a heartland movie. I don’t quite know 
why. Maybe it’s where it’s set, maybe 
it’s the nature of the characters—they’re 
working people, you know, in cowboy 
hats—whatever it happens to be. It’s very 
specifically an American heartland kind 
of movie, even though it’s a crazy horror 
movie with worms and orange blood 
[laughs]. So if I get out of New York or LA, 
that’s when I get a lot of TREMORS love, 
and I really appreciate that. And honestly, I 
would like to reboot it, you know? I really 
would. I think there’s a really great reboot 
there that would not be Video On Demand. 
I would love to see where these characters 
are now, and where that town is now. I’ve 

never played a character 25 years later.
FM. That’s starting to become a bit of a 
phenomenon, with the returns of TWIN 
PEAKS, the original STAR WARS 
cast, and perhaps even X-FILES. Ron 
Underwood told me that he’d love to 
return to TREMORS if you were game, 
along with the original cast, and so did 
Michael Gross.
KB. Well, Michael Gross has done every 
single sequel! [Laughs] I forgot about 
that. Michael’s everything TREMORS! 
Mr. TREMORS.
FM. After his mixed-emotion experience 
working on TREMORS 5 with a new 
creative team of filmmakers, he expressed 
a pie-in-the-sky interest in reuniting with 
the original gang once again. So, who 
knows, maybe it could be done if you were 
vocal enough about it and if Universal is 
interested in rebooting it.
KB. They don’t seem to be. I’m not getting 
that impression.
FM. Well, if you’d love to do it, maybe I can 
connect you on the phone with somebody…
KB. Haha!
FM. Either way, it’s great to see that you 
have so much enthusiasm about the film 
25 years later, because people really love 
it. And I really appreciate your taking 
the time to go down memory lane with 
Famous Monsters.
KB. All right, man! Thank you and take care.



Below, the main cast 
(Finn Carter, Fred Ward, 
Kevin Bacon) with me and 
S.S. Wilson on the right.

Ron directs Bibi Besch (Megan) 
after the death of her husband 
(Jim). Sadly, Bibi passed away in 
1996 at the age of 56.

Michael Gross and Ron with his 
trophy kill .

The crew shooting Finn Carter 
(Rhonda) being dragged on 
the ground before her pants 
come off. 

At left, production 
designer Ivo Cristante 
in a crane bucket on a 
location scout, a way we 
could survey all that 
we needed to see before 
building began. 



Here’s one of me dressed 
as the character, Rhonda, 
on a miniature shoot 
day with the Skotak 
brothers when the stunt 
woman who was doubling 
Rhonda didn’t show up, 
and I filled in!

Ron with Charlotte 
Stewart (Nancy) 
and Ariana 
Richards (Mindy) 
on the roof of 

their house between 
takes. It was 
extremely windy the 
day we shot this, 
and I was worried 
for Ariana up on 
that roof.  

Ron and 
Victor Wong 
shooting his 
death scene.

 Fred Ward with Ron discussing the art of pole vaulting.



Fred Ward, Finn Carter, and Ron.

Brent, Matt Wilson (Steve’s son), Nancy Roberts, S.S. 
Wilson, and Ron on location in Lone Pine for TREMORS.

We made TREMORS with 
“bulldozer technology”, and 
here I am in my Caterpillar 
sweatshirt. 

Ron works with Robert Jayne 
(Melvin) on his reaction to news 
that Burt and Heather killed a 
Graboid in their basement. 

Ron and Director of Photography Alexander Gruszynski.
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Ron with Brent Maddock 
dressed as a cop,
playing an extra in 
the final scene of 
the film.  

Steve, Brent, and Ron upon 
wrapping having a drink 
of champagne. We needed a 
drink after that night— it 
was the sinking of Jim and 
Megan’s car into the ground. 
Halfway through the night 
I was told by the special 
effects man that the car 
wouldn’t sink into the pool 
we had dug and covered 
with vermiculite to look 
like ground. We had to just 
build up berms around the 
car to give the illusion that 
it was sinking.  

Famous Monsters. Thank you for taking 
the time to talk with us, Reba—I’m sure 
this is a movie that’s close to your heart for 
a variety of reasons.
Reba McEntire. It sure is. 
 
FM. First off, did you have any favorite 
monster movies that you liked to watch 
growing up?
RM. Can’t honestly say I did. I was not 
a Sci-Fi fan. That’s why, when I read this 
[TREMORS] script, I was so surprised 
that I liked it so much. It was very funny, 
and it had a lot of humor in it, and totally 
different than anything I’d ever think 
about making a movie of.

 FM. So back in the late ’80s, your music 
career is in full swing, and then you decided 
to tackle movies. Was there a particular 
genre you were looking to take on to make 
your big-screen debut?
RM. No, I was not looking for a specific 
genre. I had just told my agent in LA, “I 
would like to do a movie,” and he said, 
“Well, let me send you some scripts.” I 
said, “Okay,” and the first one he sent me 
was TREMORS, and I called him halfway 
through the script and said, “I love it, I’ll 
do it!” And he said, “No, read all of it.” 
[laughs] I called him back that afternoon 
and said, “Yes, I love it, I’ll do it.” He said, 
“Well you’ve got to come out and audition 

for it,” and I did. I went out and auditioned, 
and they kept tellin’ me that I wouldn’t get 
to wear makeup and it wasn’t going to be a 
fancy thing; I was going to get dirty and be 
out in the desert all day. And I said, “I’m 
fine with that. I’m an old cowgirl, I can do 
it.” And they gave me the part. 

So I was doing concerts on the weekends, 
flying commercially back to LA, taking the 
puddle-jumper over to Inyokern, going to 
the hotel at Lone Pine, CA, and getting in 
at like 2-3 o’clock in the morning. They’d 
come get me at sunrise and say, “Let’s go 
to the trailer,” and I’d sit there and wait 
and wait for my part. I was playing Lake 
Tahoe that weekend, June 2nd and 3rd—

Reba McEntire is one of today’s most beloved entertainers and entrepreneurs, having conquered the concert and Broadway stage 
as well as the big and small screen. Back in the late ’80s, after establishing herself as a top country music star, Reba was looking 
to break into movies—even though she had no acting experience beyond music videos. Along came the TREMORS script. She 

loved it and was determined to be in the movie—so much so that she flew herself out to the audition to persuade the producers that she 
was perfect for Perfection, Nevada. Her big, friendly personality and can-do spirit landed her in one of her most memorable movie roles 
this side of Annie Oakley. As plucky, gun-toting survivalist Heather Gummer, she even earned a Saturn Award Best Supporting Actress 
nom, and the fan-favorite movie remains dear to her heart to this day.
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ABOVE: McEntire takes aim at Graboid tail. PREVIOUS PAGE: 
McEntire finds shade with TREMORS director Ron Underwood.

Enjoying a light moment on set, Michael Gross and McEntire rock 
the big ‘80s hair.

Mama was with me, and so Mama and I 
drove out from Lone Pine when we got 
through filming that Friday around noon, 
and we drove through Reno, picked up 
Narvel [Blackstock], who was my my 
manager, and fiancé at the time, and 
drove over to Caesar’s in Lake Tahoe and 
played a show that night. We had used our 
American Advantage points to fly both 
our families in because the next day at 2 
o’clock we got married out on the lake. We 
had our second show Saturday night, then 
the wedding reception, then our third show. 
We put the families on the tour bus to go 
back to Reno so they could fly home. The 
next day Narvel flew home and I went to 
LA to continue filming TREMORS. 
FM. What a whirlwind weekend! I’m 
impressed you remember it all in that order.
RM. Yeah! [laughs] Oh Lord, you don’t 
forget anything like that.
 
FM. Your co-star Michael Gross told me you 
spent a lot of your downtime walking around 
the streets of Lone Pine, poking around and 
seeking out chicken fried steak.
RM. Oh yeah. [laughs] And another thing 
… he was a big train fan. I told him that 
once in awhile I’d sneak around the—
you know the arm things that come down 
when a train’s coming through?—I’d 

sneak around those and beat the train. He 
got onto me big time. He’d go, “Don’t 
ever do that again, young lady!” and I’d 
go, “Okay, I won’t! I promise!” It was 
really fun hanging out with him.
 
FM. Director Ron Underwood told me that 
he was apprehensive to have a first-time 
actor come aboard the TREMORS shoot, 
being a first-time feature director himself. 
But the fact that you flew yourself out and 
gave a stellar reading, he actually told me 
that it changed the way he looks at casting—
to not judge anyone before you meet them 
in person, despite initial perceptions.
RM. Well that’s nice. Wow! That’s amazing.
FM. And I’m sure for you it was a bit of 
an intimidating experience making the leap 
from the concert stage to a film set.
RM. Oh, I was very nervous. I had never 
done any acting before. I never had an 
acting class, we didn’t have plays in 
school. The only acting I had ever done 
was in music videos. 
FM. What gave you the courage and the 
gumption to take that step?
RM. Oh, I was just curious. I wanted to 
do it. I guess I wasn’t smart enough to be 
scared. I went out there and said, “Yeah, I 
can do this, let’s try it.” And, you know, it 
was just no fear. 

 FM. I think that defines a lot of your career—
tenacity and determination. Do you have 
some specific, fond memories that really 
stick with you from working on TREMORS?
RM. Oh yeah, sure. My little old trailer. 
It was really dusty out there in the desert; 
it was cold in the morning and hot in the 
afternoon and cold again at night. I’d get 
sunburned and my freckles popped out. 
And that trailer had just a little wall-mount 
air conditioner, and I’d sit in there and wait 
and wait, and they’d knock on the door 
and I’d say, “I’m ready!” And they’d say, 
“Okay, no, it’s lunchtime. Come on and 
get yourself something to eat.” So I’d go 
get something, and sit and wait, and they’d 
knock on the door, and I’d say, “Okay, 
I’m ready!” And they’d say, “Okay, let’s 
go freshen you up, they might be ready 
for you in another hour.” And I’d say, 
“Oh, criminently!” So finally, on that first 
day, I finally get on the set. It’s the scene 
where they have discovered the Graboid 
underneath the truck and I put my gloves 
on, and my first line is, “Phew! It stinks, 
too.” “Cut! That’s a cut! That’s a wrap!” 
And I go, “Yoo-hoo! My first day on the set 
and I got to say something in a movie!” I 
was jumpin’ up and down, so excited. And 
that was the only thing I did that day.
FM. Big lesson: Lots of hurry up and wait 
on a movie set.
RM. Oh my gosh, I know it. That’s the 
worst thing about doing a movie.
 
FM. There’s a lot of gunplay and 
pyrotechnics involved with your character. 
Is that something you were comfortable 
with growing up on a ranch in Oklahoma?
RM. Not at all. We didn’t shoot guns. Daddy 
was not a hunter. Now, we had a .22 that we 
needed in case of emergency, and I think one 
time Daddy killed a deer, and that was about 
it. It wasn’t ’til I started doing BUFFALO 
GIRLS, a CBS two-night movie with 
Anjelica Huston—I was going to play Annie 
Oakley—that I went out and learned how to 
trap and skeet. And then I did Annie Oakley 
on Broadway [in ANNIE GET YOUR 
GUN], and so that experience really helped, 
and now that’s one of my favorite sports, 
trap and skeet shooting. With TREMORS, 
when I had to carry the elephant gun, it was 
a fake wooden gun. But when Michael had 
to carry it, it was the real thing. It was sooo 
heavy. And then I’d have to run from rock 
to rock, or get off the bulldozer and run to 
the rocks—so I sure was glad I got to carry 
the fake one! But the most fun thing was 

when we were in the basement [fighting 
a Graboid], and the camera turns around, 
and there’s a whole wall full of guns and 
ammunition, and he’s yelling, “Magazine!” 
and I throw him one… Oh, it’s hysterical. It 
was so funny to watch again.
 
FM. That’s one of the most memorable 
moments in the movie. It’s such a great 
comic reveal. What was your feeling when 
you saw the final cut of the film for the first 
time?
RM. Well, I think one thing that I was 
really upset with myself about was that I 
should’ve been tougher. I had porcelain 
nails on because I was getting married 
and I wanted my hands to look good for 
the wedding ring—and then here I was, 
a survivalist, out there with these perfect 
nails! I was mad at myself for that. And in 
some parts, I was a little too wishy-washy. 
I wouldn’t been tougher. As an entertainer, 
as a performer, if you say, “That’s the 
best I could’ve done,” maybe you ought 
to go try something else. I think we’re so 
insecure inside that when you finally get to 
do something, you’re looking for instant 
gratification and somebody says, “That 
was good, that was good.” But inside, you 
know. “Dang, I could’ve probably done that 
better if I could do that one more time.” But 
you’re gonna wear everybody out if you do 
that. 
FM. It’s very healthy to be critical of 
yourself. If you’re surrounded by people 
who say “You’re great!” all the time, at a 
certain point you’ve got to be honest with 
yourself.
RM. Yeah, I’ve never had “yes” people 
around me. At all. Ever.
 
FM. Since it was your first big production, 
did you walk away having learned anything 
specific that you carry with you to this day 
on other productions?
RM. Oh yeah: get more information. When 
you’re going in for a project, get all the 
information you can. When I first said yes 
to the movie and they said yes to the project 
with me being a part of it, it was going to 
[co-star] James Garner. I didn’t know ’til I 
walked up on the set and saw Fred Ward. 
I said, “Where’s James Garner?” They 
said, “What do you mean, James Garner?” 
I said, “They told me it was going to be 
Kevin Bacon and James Garner.” “Oh, 
no, no, no, he pulled out a long, long time 
ago.” Nobody told me, and that was a 
huge disappointment. I didn’t know who 

Fred Ward was. Met him—liked him—but 
James Garner, good lord, I’d been a big fan 
of him since MAVERICK!
 FM. Do you get starstruck yourself?
RM. Oh definitely. First time I met Jimmy 
Stewart, oh my gosh! I couldn’t hardly talk. 
And I didn’t want to meet Merle Haggard 
because I thought, “Oh man, what if he’s 
an a--hole and I don’t like him?” [laughs]
 
FM. At the end of TREMORS, during the 
credits, you’ve got your own tune. Was 
that planned ahead of time, or written 
specifically for the movie?
RM. It wasn’t written for the movie—it 
was a song I had on my album, and it was 
an uptempo song that was really cute. I 
thought it fit the movie really well, and they 
all agreed to it, so I was thrilled to death to 
have a song at the end of the movie. It was 
called “Why Not Tonight”.
 
FM. After TREMORS came out, your career 
continued to shine with lots of opportunities 
to show your versatility. But when people 
come up to you, do a lot still single out 
TREMORS as one of their favorites?
RM. Yeah, they do. They’ll say, “I like 
your TV show, but man, I saw you on 
TREMORS, you were so funny!” In 2001 
we started doing the REBA TV show and 
moved out to LA and we were living in a 
condo, and my son Shelby was 11 at the 

time and he was watching it on the USA 
Network, and he said, “Mom, come here! 
Mom, come here!” “What is it?” “You’re 
in TREMORS!” “Yeah, I know, I’ve seen 
it.” “No! Come here! Look at your hair! 
You won’t believe this!” I said, “Shelby, I 
was there, I believe my hair.” [laughs]
FM. Is that something you cringe about? 
Even though it’s a 1990 film, the look still 
has a toe-hold in the ‘80s…
RM. Nah, not at all. Not at all. It’s what we 
did back then, and I embrace each decade 
that I get to do something. I look back on 
bad hairdos and bad clothing and I embrace 
it. That’s the way it was at that time.
FM. It’s a time capsule—love it or hate it, 
you have to stand by it.
RM. You bet.
 
FM. When the sequels started to happen, 
did you have any interest in TREMORS II, 
or did you say to yourself, “I did my big 
movie,” and move on?
RM. I was really busy at that time, touring 
real heavily, and I couldn’t take the time 
off. Couldn’t do it. But I loved it. I thought 
it was funny—going down to Mexico.
 
FM. They’re up to TREMORS 5 now…
RM. Are you serious!?! I thought it was three.
FM. And Michael Gross is in every one 
of ‘em.
RM. Oh, I’ve got to get all of them!



TREMORS FAMILY TIES

By David Weiner

Graboids become big game in TREMORS 5: BLOODLINES, the exciting, new South Africa-set 
installment of the franchise—but mainstay star Michael Gross says the thought of working with 
different filmmakers made him tremble…

Graboid Alert! Burt 
Gummer and Travis 
(Michael Gross and 
Jamie Kennedy) run 
for their lives.

Bloodlines
Tremors
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Twenty-five years after it emerged from 
the depths as a sleeper hit and fan favorite, 
the TREMORS franchise remains vital, with 
a brand new fifth installment in the can set for 
a 2016 straight-to-video/digital download 
release from Universal Pictures. Coming 
more than a decade after the last installment, 
TREMORS 5: BLOODLINES is a rebirth of 
sorts for the entertaining B-movie monster 
series; while mainstay performer Michael 
Gross returns for his fifth straight outing of 
the series, a whole new creative production 
team is behind the camera this time around. 
Some might perceive the change-up to imply 
a needed stimulus injection to the high-
concept series, but a candid Gross tells FM 
that the prospect of making BLOODLINES 
without the original creators—Stampede 
Entertainment’s writing/directing/
producing/effects team—was, in his words, 
“frightening.” And while the South Africa-
set film goes in exciting new directions for 
the killer worm franchise, the experience of 
shooting it remained “bittersweet” for the 
67-year-old actor. 

“Bottom line is, Universal made 
[Stampede] an offer they couldn’t refuse, 
and Universal made me an offer I couldn’t 
refuse,” says the former 80s sitcom dad 
of the picture that began production last 
September. “Then I had to make a choice: 
do I do this without them? It’s really cutting 
the cord. And that was not easy, because 

I felt like there had been a divorce in the 
family and I was the child in the middle.” 
FAMILY TIES, indeed…

After the rough-and-tumble charm, 
thrills, and quality special-effects work of 
the first TREMORS film won over fans 
on the big screen and then even more on 
home video, a trio of straight-to-DVD 
sequels came out in 1996, 2001, and 2004. 
But one-by-one, the installments endured 
the loss of the first film’s top-billed stars: 
Kevin Bacon skipped out on TREMORS 
II: AFTERSHOCKS, leaving Fred Ward 
to carry the south-of-the-border-set film 
with the artillery support of Gross’s gun-
toting Burt Gummer, minus Burt’s wife-
in-arms Heather, who was played by 
Reba McEntire. Then Ward left the series, 
and Gross’s eminent domain-fearing 
survivalist was promoted to the lead role of 
TREMORS 3: BACK TO PERFECTION, 
alongside select familiar faces from the 
first film, including Tony Genaro, Charlotte 
Stewart, and a grown-up, post-JURASSIC 
PARK Ariana Richards. Gross became the 
pillar of the TREMORS series—headlining 
the short-lived TV series that first aired in 
2003—and he once again faced off against 
the bloodthirsty Graboids with a new cast 
for the inspired, mining-town period piece 
TREMORS 4: THE LEGEND BEGINS. 
All moderate successes in relation to their 
diminished budgets, the franchise sequel 

machine nonetheless took more than a 
decade’s hiatus before TREMORS 5: 
BLOODLINES got the go-ahead. Gross 
points to the failure of the TV show, which 
aired on the Sci-Fi Channel (now SyFy) 
and later on G4, as a key reason why.

“The television series had made a mess 
of things,” explains Gross of the low-rated, 
13-episode endeavor that originally aired 
out of order. “Nobody at Universal told 
me this, but somebody told me one of the 
reasons [a TREMORS movie] hadn’t been 
made in 13 years was the series didn’t do 
that well; a lot of people at Universal didn’t 
want to touch it. But they didn’t want to sell 
it. They didn’t want to give it up. I think 
Universal’s feeling was, ‘We’ve tried over 
years and several administrations to get 
this thing made again; people kept saying 
no no no, TREMORS is dead, TREMORS 
is dead.’ But they wouldn’t sell it.”

Evident by the latest sequel’s successful 
launch in front of the cameras, there were 
still some Universal players who believed 
in the franchise. Gross credits producer 
Patti Jackson for her enthusiasm to keep 
the Stampede-created subterranean 
monsters alive. With a new regime 
willing to give the Graboids another try, 
TREMORS 5 finally got the green light 
last year—albeit with a smaller budget. 
“My understanding was [that Universal] 
wanted [Stampede’s] participation without 

giving them full control, and Stampede is 
used to having full control,” explains Gross 
about the change in the behind-the-scenes 
lineup. With the given budget, the film was 
going to rely more heavily on CGI creature 
effects rather than the admired full-scale 
puppetry employed in some of the previous 
films. And Stampede always preferred to 
work in three dimensions when possible.

In a statement, the Stampede partners—S. 
S. Wilson, Brent Maddock, Nancy Roberts, 
and Ron Underwood—also called their 
lack of their involvement bittersweet: 
“Stampede has always been interested 
in reassembling the original TREMORS 
creative team to produce a fresh new 
theatrical sequel in the TREMORS voice,” 
said the statement in part. “We attempted 
rights negotiations with Universal for 
an independent theatrical film in 2012. 
However, the studio passed on the option, 
preferring to continue the franchise with 
DVDs at some future date.

Early in 2014, Universal Home Video 
indicated that they were budgeting another 
sequel based on a 2004 script written by 
Brent Maddock and S. S. Wilson. While 
they pointed out that they had ‘no further 
contractual obligation’ to Stampede, they 
did offer us Executive Producer positions. 
But they also made it clear that in this new 
even-lower budget project, the Stampede 
partners’ participation would be severely 
restricted, with little control over cast, 
director, special effects, locations, or indeed 
any aspect of production. It was always 
only our full involvement as creators 

that gave us the means and incentive to 
reinvigorate and expand the TREMORS 
universe with TREMORS 2, 3, 4, and the 
series despite the significant increasing 
budget limitations. Without meaningful 
creative control allowing us to continue to 
guarantee the integrity of our TREMORS 
vision, we sadly declined to be involved.” 
The former producers concluded, “The 
entire Stampede Team extends a big 
THANK YOU to the loyal fans who have 
clamored for this movie for so long. For 
your viewing pleasure, we hope it’s good!”

Elaborating on the statement, 1990 
TREMORS director Ron Underwood tells 

FM exclusively that he was approached to 
direct TREMORS 5, which was based on 
a script written a number of years ago by 
S.S. Wilson and Brent Maddock and was 
re-written to accommodate the new exotic 
location. “I would have done it if Brent and 
Steve were involved with it on a day-to-
day basis,” he says. “It was being done on 
a smaller budget; it felt like it was difficult 
to maintain what we felt was important.” 
He adds optimistically, “But you can get 
a lot of production value in South Africa. 
Hopefully it’s going to be good.”

Don Michael Paul was ultimately 
recruited to direct the project. An actor 



ABOVE: As expected, Burt Gummer is 
back with bigger guns. LEFT: Graboids 
become safari big game in TREMORS 5. 
OPPOSITE: Michael Gross snaps a selfie 
with the local South African talent.
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known for on-camera work in such ’90s 
TV shows as MODELS, INC. and THE 
HAT SQUAD, his work behind the lens 
includes the films SNIPER: LEGACY, 
JARHEAD 2: FIELD OF FIRE, and LAKE 
PLACID: THE FINAL CHAPTER. TV 
writer John Whelpley (ANDROMEDA, 
EARTH: FINAL CONFLICT, BEVERLY 
HILLS 90210, MacGUYVER), who 
worked on the script for TREMORS 3, is 
credited for the final TREMORS 5 script, 
and Ogden Gavanski (WARM BODIES, 
THE SCORPION KING 4) is the producer.

“Long story short, Stampede had the 
will and the passion, but they did not 
own the property,” concludes Gross, who 
wrestled with the variables of returning 
to a TREMORS movie with a brand-new 
creative team. “Basically, if I wanted to 
do another TREMORS movie, this was 
my chance. If I wanted to play Burt again, 
these were the only people in town who 
were doing a TREMORS movie. For all 
the passion and love and sheer creative 
talent at Stampede, all of which I love and 
brought me to this point, they didn’t have 
the power. So it was either sit out this dance 
and they’ll reinvent the franchise without 
Burt, or here’s a chance to do Burt again, 

a character you love. So it was extremely 
difficult getting to that point.”

Universal promises even more deadly 
creatures on the loose in the fifth “heart-
pounding” installment of the action-packed 
Sci-Fi comedy-adventure franchise, which 
“continues the films’ hallmark combination 
of adrenaline-laced suspense, explosive 
action, and tongue-in-cheek humor.” Since 
1990, the giant man-eating worms first 
discovered in Perfection, Nevada have 
morphed into deadlier, above-ground, fire-
spewing creatures—affectionately dubbed 
“Ass Blasters”—and the all-new adventure 
finds Burt battling not only “bigger and 
badder incarnations of the creatures” in 
South Africa, but “an additional unexpected 
surprise that raises the stakes in the battle for 
survival.” Sounds promising enough, no?

“They’re trying to think of [a 
TREMORS] for younger audiences—
something that will please both the people 
who were had been there before, and an 
entirely new generation,” explains Gross, 
who says that the South Africa setting is 
a major component of the storyline, not 
just a location to mine production value 
out a lower budget. “For that reason, if 
this comes off as we hope it does, it will 

really resonate, because there are so many 
fascinating ethnic, tribal things there, along 
with large animals. Most of this was filmed 
on game reserves and farms where there 
were wild things about, and it is raw, with 
the same sort of sweeping scope as you saw 
in TREMORS 1. We are in lion country, 
and elephant country, and you will see 
wildebeest and giraffes and zebras walking 
through the shots. I mean, it’s just bizarre 
[laughs]. And yes, poachers and all that sort 
of stuff. Picture a wildlife sanctuary. It’s so 
sweeping; it’s huge, and epic in only the 
way Africa can be epic.”

With the involvement of some incredible 
Afrikaans actors and native peoples including 
Zulu tribal people, the film promises to deliver 
a decidedly different vibe for a TREMORS 
film. “It’s very, very rich in that way,” 
says Gross. “Burt is put in a psychological 
position that he’s really not accustomed to 
in the course of this film. Burt is always the 
same, and Burt is who he is, and he has his 
comfort zone and doesn’t like moving on, 
and they were really pushing Burt to move 
out of his comfort zone in this film, which 
made it fascinating to me as an actor.”

The co-star casting of SCREAM 
and GHOST WHISPERER star Jamie 
Kennedy in the TREMORS franchise also 
delivers a shot of comedic adrenaline to 
the proceedings. Of Jamie’s tech-savvy 
character Travis, Gross offers, “We wind up 
being sidekicks in a way, and we are totally, 
as characters, uncomfortable with each 
other. That’s another thing that’s challenging 
to Burt—he’s with this guy who’s just not 
like he is; it’s like Burt being with [Kevin 
Bacon’s character] Valentine—you come to 
blows at some point, we’re not seeing things 
the same way here—so there’s that constant 
tension between us as we try to problem-
solve together, which makes for interesting 
drama, and comedy. Burt has very little 
patience for somebody who isn’t at the top 
of his form all the time, like he is—or claims 
to be [laughs]. So it makes for great conflict 
within the piece, even as they’re fighting 
with other things, i.e. the monsters.”

Running away from beasts real or 
imagined, rubber or CGI, Gross says 
shooting in the wilds of South Africa had 
its share of physical demands, including 
scrapes, bruises, and even cracked bone. “It 
was grueling, physically,” he admits. “I had 
a gash on my shin and a broken rib to show 
for it. You know, just a fall here or there—
you’re climbing around on rocks and stuff, 
all of which is non-fatal, but brutal. It’s 

a lot of running, jumping, screaming—
it’s action-adventure. But really, always 
because of the characters, just such fun.”

He adds that he was as vigilant as he 
could be to “protect the franchise” and the 
veracity of his character, even if it meant 
at times that off-camera interactions would 
get “a little uncomfortable” on the South 
African set. “Because we had a different 
director who hadn’t done this before, there 
were certain things we would disagree with, 
and I’d say, ‘Burt can’t say that, because 
it’s not factually true,’” recalls the seasoned 
actor. “Burt does his homework—he knows 
that weird crap; in a very narrow way, he’s 
very educated about things that nobody else 
cares about, and so if he says something, 
you’d better believe it’s true.”

And you’d better believe that Gross 
knows a thing or two about a thing or two 
about this franchise after five trips around 
the proverbial block. “TREMORS is a 
weird thing,” he observes. “It’s a weird 
tone: it’s part western, it’s part comedy, 
it’s part genuine threat and horror. Real 
people are being killed. Making light of 
it comes out of the discomfort, rather than 
going for jokes. There were times [during 
the filming of TREMORS 5] when people 
would say, ‘Well, there’s a great joke in 
here…’ But you want the laughter to come 

out of situation and character, not just 
from a joke. So there’s a real balancing act 
without somebody like [original writers] 
Steve or Brent there to ultimately say, ‘No, 
that can’t be done.’”

With principal photography wrapped 
and post-production underway, Gross 
credits the new TREMORS 5 team with 
doing “the best job we could with what we 
had.” He optimistically reflects, “It turned 
out to be a fascinating experience. It’s still 
TREMORS, but it’s different.” The veteran 
star also reveals that, as one would expect 
from a 25-year-old franchise, the new 
TREMORS leaves the door open for the 
possibility of another sequel. 

So after five straight flicks, leaving a 
trail of bullet-ridden Graboids behind him, 
would Michael Gross be game for more? 
“Absolutely,” he says with enthusiasm, 
despite the mixed emotions of this last 
project. “And if that could be done with the 
original group again, nothing would make 
me happier. Wouldn’t it be great to see Reba 
and Fred Ward and everybody back again? 
All those years later—whatever happened 
to those guys? Who knows?!”

TREMORS 5: BLOODLINES is coming to 
Blu-ray, DVD, and Digital HD in October.


