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When

Elvis

bowed to
karate’s kings

A Presley-backed
documentary on the
sport is finally out —
minus footage of the
black-belt singer.

By Susan Hino
Writer

Tien 3

T'S just o frayed, weath-
ered, black karate belt,
but it means the workd
to George Waite, the for-
mer president of TCB —
Elvis Presley's film com-
pany. The belt belonged
to the King way back when, and
Waite has had it since Presley's
death in 1677, Until recently,
Waite had never shown It to any-
one because the memory of his
loss was so painful. Presley's
death also put an end to a karate
fAlm called *New Gladintors™ that
the singer had financed and that
Waite — a self-deseribed “karate
bum®™ — had produced in 1974
“New Gladiators” was supposed
to be to karate what Bruce
Brown's classic “The Endless
Bummer” was to surfing — a de-
Anitive film about the sport.
Presley was scheduled to co-nar-
rate and demonstrate karate
MOVES,

“1 kept it going untll Ehis
died,” says Walte, who studied
with Presley's martial ants in-
structor, Ed Parker.

But that wasn't the end of the
story. Waite had 50 hours of foot-
age — including 33 minutes of
medium-girthed Presley show-
ing off his black-belt moves and
elght minutes of Bruce Lee dem-
onstrating karate in 1967 in Long
Bearch — in the back of his 1063
M plekup truck in his garage.

And there the project stayed
until recently, when he gave the

b to Iswac Florentine, an
Isragll-born director of actlon
films, and ‘s partner,

which distributes karate movies
and other martial arts-related
items, edited the footage down
to 93 minutes. (None of the foot-
age of Presley is in the movie be-
enuse the Elvis Presley estate
wouldn't allow It to be released;
according to Warrener, the es-
tate was unhappy with the
singer's less than flattering ap-

pearanee. )
‘The two are now distributing
the finished product, “New

Gladiators,” on video and DVD,
‘and are hoping to interest Holly-
wood in a theatrieal release.
“New Gladiators™ documents
what fans know as the golden
age of the sport, when martial
artists were interested in the art
of karate and not the glory or the
money. The flm focuses on sev-
eral karate fighters in training
and captures tournament action
— two European team matches
and the Urquidez Brothers Invi-
tatlonal in Beverly Hills, Several
well-known martial artists of the
period appear, including John
Corcoran, Ticky Donovan, Emil
Farkas, Roy Kurban, Ron Mar-
chinl, John Natividad and Benny
“the Jet™ Urquidez

©On a recent morning, Floren-
tine, Warrener and Waite gather
in Rising Sun's cramped Beverly
Hills ofMce with three of the men
In the film: Urquidez, a world-
champion kickboxer who oper-
ates the Jet Center in Burbank:
Farkas, who wrote the Encyelo-
pedia of Martial Arts and is
ownerof the Beverly Hills Karate
Academy; and Dave Brock, a
seven-time  karote champlon.
Also sltting in are writer Joe
Hynms, one of Bruce Lee's first
students and author of “Zen in
the Martlal Arts,” and Maject
Raz, one of Urquldes’s students.
They are there not so much to
ik 08 to show thelr support for
“New Gladiators.”

Waite first came up with an
Idea for doing a documentary on
life in 1974 and

Don Warrener, who ran a chain
of karate schools n Canada.
Florentine and Warrener's com-
pany, Rising Sun Productions,

shared it with Parker, the in-
structor, “He sald we should
have E.P. look at this; we'll call
him right now,* Waite recalls.

November 17, 2002

LOS ANGELES TIMES

MOVIES

WaLLY BxALL

Los Angefen Times

KARATE CLUB: With Elpis Presley’s black bell slung around his neck, George Waite, foreground, former president of .fmea},ey'sﬂim
company, meets with Don Warrener, left, Isaac Florentine, Benny Urquidez, Dave Brock, Joe Hyams, Emil Farkas and Majee! Rz,

Presley agreed to meet with
them that afternoon. “We went
up to the house and we talked for
abit, and I presented the idea to
him.”

Presley was leaving for Las
Vegus that night and told the
two he would have to think
about it *A couple of hours later,
he said he lked the ides and
sald, ‘Come to Vegas.” 8o 1 went
to Vegas and we talked about the
film, He gave me a check for
£50,000."

Whoite says he never com-
pleted the film and didn't want
to use the 16-millimeter footage
of Presley, hoping instead to
shoot him on 35-millimeter in
more chorcographed moves. But
the King's welght had ballooned
since the film's Inception. “We
thought he was going to come
down a little bit [in welght]. We
flew back to Memphis a few
times and showed him the flm,
and he sald, “That's good enough
tome," He wore a rubber suit and
I thought he would get smaller,
but he didn't. It's always hard Lo
cut someone into something
when they are heavy. And it

o s )
‘When you see it now
in the 2lst century, it
takes you back into
the *70s and really

captures the period.’
— Isaac FLORENTINE

co-producer of “Neie Gladiators,”
shelved for 25 years after Elvls
Presley's death

the Covenant or the Holy Grail
The film has achieved almost
legendary status among karate
devotees. In fact, Florentine first
heard of “New Gladiators” back
in Israel in the late "T0s when he
WAS O teenager.

Since its release on DVD and
VHS in August, “New Cladl-
ators™ has become Rising Sun's
biggest seller of the year {1,345
coples sold so far).

Waite says that the film was
503 complete before he gave It to

d “Itried

doesn't look good for th
‘To Florentine and Warrener,
resurrecting “New Gladiators® is

to keep it as much as possible in-
tact the way they meant it to be,”

akin the Lost Ark ol

F says. "1 didn't want to

cut stull. When you see |t now in
the 21st century, it takes you
back into the 70s and really cap-
tures the period. There were
holes in the flim, but we patched

t

“This film was never made for
+ for the general public,”
Walte adds. "It wis made for us
— the karate world.”

To complete “New Cladi-
ators,” Flonentine used the work
print — one that hasn't been
color corrected or timed. So the
quality of the print is atrocious —
there are skips, Jarring Jumps,
and the picture is a faded mix-
ture of browns and yellows,

Then there are several credit
problems. The poster says that
Osear-winners “Davio & Hora™
supplied the cinematography, It
is pointed out to a rather embar-
rassed Florentine that one of the
cinematographers s Allen Da-
viau, not Davie — he's also listed
as Allen Davio in the credits. And
though Daviaus been nomi-
nated for such films as “E.T." and
“Bugsy.” he has never won an
Oscar, John Hora, who was the
director of cinematography on
such films as “Gremlins.” has
never been nominated for an
Academy Award. And on both
the eredits and posters, the late

actor Iron Eyes Cody is referred
to as Iron Eye Cody.

Everyone involved In the film
knows that, as Is, “New Gladi-
ators” e 't be distributed
theatrically. Still, Florentine
says, “I think it deserves justice.”
It is their dream that a savvy
fimmaker in Hollywood will re-
store the original print, recut the
negative and release it theatrl-
cally.

Waite belleves the
negative is in pretty good shape
— It sits in boxes in a comer In
the back room at Rising Bun.
Time Is of the essence for resto-
ration because Walte, Florentine
and Warmmener say they were
knocked back from the smell of
vinegar when they opencd the
fim cans — a sign that the nega-
tive eould be sulfering from “vin-
egar syndrome” deterioration.

They also have had a hard
time explaining to Hollywood ex-
ecutives exactly what they have
on thelr hands.

“We approach people and say
we have this documentary and it
was funded by Elvis," Florentine
says. “People don't beliove it.”

~In the martial arts world our
eredibllity |s unguestionable,”
‘Warrener says. “But the outside
world i5 a0 new level for us.”



