Fusion: Fort Macon and the 1966 Chevrolet

Impala
by Paul Branch

On Sunday night, November 14, 1965, residents ofe@arCounty were glued to

their television sets to watch the NBC westernesBonanzaWhat was certainly unusual
on this night was the fact that county residentssvilmpatiently wanting the show to go to
break so they could see tbemmercial While this is just the opposite of the normalwiieg
habits of most television viewers, the commerdial tounty residents were waiting for was
not just any commercial. It was one that had béeredl at Fort Macon State Park and other
Carteret County locations during the previous summe

The commercial was for the new 1966 Chevrolet Impaitomobile. Entitle&usion
the commercial was one of the most innovativesfirhe. It involved the 1966 Impala
seeming to magically assemble itself piece by pie¢ke parade ground of Fort Macon. The
different parts of the car lay scattered abouirst in different locations in the fort, on the
beach, in trees gnarled by salt spray, and evémeiwater. Magically (or so it seemed), the
different pieces would rise up and go drifting tingb the air to assemble themselves on the
car until, piece by piece, the entire car was cetepl

This was only the first part of the commercial, lewer. The second part of the
commercial was the most controversial. During thmeifig, the
production crew took the assembled Impala oveetrloy Radio
Island and literally blew it up with dynamite. Thwigs
astounding! “Why blow up a nice new car,” countgidents
asked. Thus it was with great interest that resgesatched, not
only to see local county sights featured on natitglavision but
also to see how the finished commercial could pbgsnake any
sense.

Fusionhad its beginning in January, 1965, in planning
sessions at the Campbell-Ewald Advertising Agemgyich
handled the advertising for the Chevrolet DivisadrGeneral
Motors. Conceived by one of the agency’s ad-menidfe
Calhoun, the concept for the commercial was dewel@gnd then
handed off to Video Pictures, Inc. (VPI) of Hollyad, to handle
filming. It required several months of planning grdduction,
but by summer of 1965

VPI was ready to begin filming. Locations havingeheselected
in North Carolina for filming, initial productiorof the

commercial began at Asheville, and later moveately Cape
Lookout, where some filming was done in July.

Wires and pulleys lift the top off the Impala
in the fort parade ground.




While filming at Cape Lookout, VPI technicians wemt in their helicopter to scout
out other potential filming locations. In so doirlgey “discovered” Fort Macon by accident
as they flew along the Outer Banks. The technicveg® excited about potential for the
unusual visual backdrop that the fort offered askkd permission to film there. Park
Superintendent Ray Pardue forwarded the requetst lois superiors in Raleigh. Realizing
the opportunity for free publicity, the DepartmefhiConservation and Development, which
administered the Division of State Parks, quickigrged the request.

VPI now wrapped up its filming on Cape Lookout andved to Fort Macon. A
forty-person production crew suddenly descendettheriort. The crew included the director,
Richard Feldman; assistant directors, camerameigugtechnicians; riggers; mechanics,
security personnel, two actors and representatiees Chevrolet and Campbell-Ewald.
Equipment included vans, trucks, cranes, a helesagrtd motor scooters. At 6 a.m. on July
14 production and filming resumed in the paradeigdoof the fort and the adjacent park
area. A blue-green prototype four-door hardtop 1866vrolet Impala was brought into the
fort amidst great security and secrecy. Here thadiol of the commercial began.
Technicians and riggers erected scaffolding, ptaify and a system of cables, pulleys and
winches in the fort parade ground. Other techngamd mechanics worked on the Impala
itself, dismantling it down to the chassis and seasbling it. Cameramen set up their
equipment and planned their shots.

The trick of making the car appear to fly
apart required much work and ingenuity. All the
major parts (doors, fenders, top, seats, front end,
engine, hood, trunk, bumpers, steering wheel and
tires) were carefully rigged with wires and attathe
together with “trigger” bolts. The wires were
attached to lengths of the same springy shock cord
used to stop aircraft landing on aircraft carriecks.
These were suspended over the car with pulleys and
scaffolding. With cameras rolling, technicians wbul
trigger each piece one at a time, allowing the ¢ord
pull each piece up and away from the car. In this
way, all the major parts were filmed as they were
yanked away from the car, eventually leaving behind
only the chassis propped up on the ground.
Similarly, the two actors used in the commercial,
Frank Buxton and Fredericka Weber, were even
hoisted from the ground into the air.

In other areas of the park the production
crew used similar techniques to film individual {gar
flying through the air. The four tires were caréful

Filming the front grill assembly of the Impala bgin| positioned on the limbs of a dead tree on the beach
raised from the water and filmed as they were hoisted up from the tree.
Various other parts were similarly positioned oa th

beach and filmed as they were lifted up. A crane used to lower the whole grill and front
fender assembly of the car into the water besidéify rock jetty on the beach near the fort.
Cameras then filmed the grill assembly being liftgdout of the water by the crane.



While all this was going on, park visitors werdl stilowed to come into the fort to
view the proceedings. However, security personmellg/not allow cameras to be used in the
fort. Visitors were asked to “check” their cameoasside before going into the parade
ground. Because the formal public debut of the 8886 Impala model was still months
away, Chevrolet representatives did not want uraaizted photographs of the new car leaked
to the public ahead of time. Most visitors did seém to mind the inconvenience and were
fascinated by the whole filming process.

After the Fort Macon sequences were filmed, thelpction crew moved over to
Radio Island to film the dramatic ending of the coencial in which the Impala was to be
blown up. On an uninhabited part of the island,gteduction crew set up once again for the
climactic shot.

The main question was the amount of explosivesetted
to blow the car into large pieces without causirtg totally
disintegrate. Obviously, everything had to be peréince they
would only get one chance to blow up the new Impaldilm.
First, technicians hauled a junked Plymouth onéosiét for a
trial explosion, packed it forty sticks of dynaméted blew it
up. They studied the blast to determine how theadlypieces
would look on film.

Next they destroyed two 1965 Impalas, which weosel in
construction and body type to the new 1966 Imgzda would
be filmed for the commercial. For these, technisitound that
by first removing some of the bolts holding the anagjieces of
the cars together, and using smaller dynamite elsgotaced
along the underside, the cars would blow apatiénnanner
that was desired for the commercial. Now it wastiior the
new 1966 Impala to be blown up.

The 1966 Impala was set in place and wired with the
correct amount of 26 sticks of dynamite. A safeatise away,
the film crew crouched behind plywood barricadethwi
cameras ready. With the cameras rolling, the dyteamas
detonated. The car blew apart as hoped in a flagiti@ud of

smoke, with large pieces tumbling through theflming was | technicians work on the Impala in
now complete. The production crew packed up andudeg. the parade ground.

Everything was now up to the editing room to madesg of all
the footage and complete the commercial.

The film editors took the film footage and erasay af the wires, cables, platforms and
unwanted items visible on the film. They then agedhthe film segments of the parts flying
off the car in the fort parade ground in reversgite the illusion of the pieces all seeming to
return and attach themselves to the car. Theseesggwere matched with the film segments
of the individual parts flying up from the beachtloe water. The final sequence of the
Impala exploding was also run in reverse withoutsb These different film sequences were
all edited together, along with a musical score amdrrator speaking the voice parts of the
script. The finished product, after all this workdaa total cost of $30,000



Technicians destroy the Impala with dynamite oni®é#land

to $35,000 (a considerable amount in 1965 dollava} a color commercial only two
minutes long calle&usion

Carteret County residents watching their televisiets on Novemberl14, 1965,
finally got what they were waiting foBonanzavent to commercial break amaision
materialized on their TV screens. As the narrgboke of the “beginning of a new
Chevrolet”, the various parts of the Impala madyca¢emed to fly in individually from the
old dead tree, from the beach and from the wategy httached themselves to the bare
chassis in the fort parade ground until the camsekto assemble itself. The car’s steering
wheel then landed at the feet of the two actorseithe actors picked up the steering wheel,
they too were magically whisked away off their feeethe waiting Impala.

“Want to see that again,” asked the narrator. T scene was the backward
explosion. Tumbling parts and pieces of metal, e rubber flew magically backward in
slow motion through the air descending into an odpig flash of flame and smoke until-
poof-the untouched, perfectly-assembled 1966 Chetvrapala sat there gleaming and
beckoning in the sunlight.

“Chevrolet is building a lot of exciting cars thisar,” the narrator continued. “May
we build one just for you? See your Chevrolet deadsv.”
This dazzling commercial continued to air on tHewision showBonanzaandBewitched
over the weeks that followed. Eventually, a shagteane-minute version was used. Then,
the commercial was seen no more as the CampbeldEagiamen began the process again of
preparing commercials for the 1967-model automsbile



Fusionreceived considerable acclaim throughout the abuegtcommunity. Public
reaction hailed it as one of the most innovativeceercials of its day. By modern standards
in the era of computer-generated graphics, speffeatts and animation, of course, it would
probably seem fairly tame and dated at first thouigbwever, there is no denial that the
concept was brilliant and the effects were remdekalhven one considers that they were real
effects that had to be carried out and filmed Ire¢gher than just being created artificially on
a computer.

And, of course, the backdrop of the commercial thasnterior of Fort Macon, for
the whole nation to see from the comfort of thiinly rooms.Fusionwill always be one
more remarkable and unusual part of the remarksibty of Fort Macon.

SourcesCarteret County News-Timeduly 13, July 20 and November 26, 19B66ends
Magazine February, 1966f-ortune MagazineNovember, 1965; Videotape Blision
courtesy of Campbell-Ewald Advertising, Warren, MI.



