Travolta: writes of ‘slander’

Travolta begs Channel 4 not to attack

JOHN Travolta, the actor, has written
to Michael Jackson, Channel +'s con-
troller. imploring him not to allow the
showing of a documentary on the life
of L Ron Hubbard, founder of the con-
troversial Church of Sdentology.

A committed Scientologist, Mr Tra-
volta accuses Mr Jackson and Alan
Hayling, the programme’s commis-
sioning editor, of being prepared to
slander him and all the members of the
church. He claims they seem intenton
inciting hatred of the sect, as had been
happening in Germany, where the

—

By Chris Blackhurst

authorities are suppressing its activi-
Hes. The actor mysteriously asks
whether the persecution of Scdientol-
ogists will stop only when someore like
himself becomes a victim.

The star of Saturday Fight Fever and
Pulp Fiction implores the television ex-
ecutives to let true friends of Mr Hub-
bard, who died in 1986, to be
interviewed for the Secret Lizes edition
scheduled for 19 November. The

programme, which has been com-

- pleted, pulls apart the Hubbard legend,

accusing him of being a fraud. Several
of those interviewed were among his
inner drcle. -

The sect has reacted with fury to the
programume and has fought hard to
have it cancelled. Channel 4 has been
bombarded with letters and phone calls
from members around the world.
Senior sect offidals have twice had to
be asked to leave the channel’s Lon-
don headquarters after turning up and
demanding to meet Mr Jackson.

The qew from the independent
company making the programme
were followed aqoss America and have
been visited by private detectives act-
ing for the church at their homes in
England. They even visited the stables

where the director, Jill Robinson, keeps -

her horse. She found the visit threat-
ening. “I was not there at the ime and
[ cannot see what they were trying to
do except make it clear to me that they
knew where [ kept my horse,” she said.
“I regard it 2s inimidating.”

In the past few days, the campaign
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against the programme has taken on
a surreal aspect, with a camera crew
from “Freedom Films”, thought to be
a Sdentology production unit, arriv-
ing unannounced and flming the
programme makers at their homes.
Mr Hayling said there was no ques-

" tion of the programme being changed

or stopped. [t was based on factual
material and interviews with people
who had known Mr Hubbard well.
When first asked to cooperate, the
church had not responded. Only later
did it offer access but on condition that
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Scientology

it nad editorial control. Mr Haylir
descrived as “deplorabie” the visitis
of members of the film crew at the
homes. -

The Church of Sdentology said
was “absolutely untrue” thatithad i
tally refused to cooperate. The priv:
detectives were justified, a spokesm.
said, because the organisaion w
making -3 own inquiry into whetk
those involved in the making of &
programume were linked to people
America who had been rving to ext
cash trom it. Focus: Paga




Take me to
your lucre

he received wisdom about

- L Ron Hubbard, founder of
the Church of Scientology, is

that he was a charlatan and a con-
man. Secret Lives (Chanrel 4)
confirmed that these perceptions
are wholly justified, in a profile of a
man who wanted to be bigger than
God but ended up as a fridge-
magnet version of Howard Hughes.

~ Hubbard’s bizarre character
ensured that his story could hardly
be less than sensational, even
though Secret Lives made heavy
weather of it. A compulsive fanta-
sist, young Ron found that writing
science fiction was easier than
telling the truth. He soon became
the living exemplar of the Big Lie

proposition, the more people were
likely to believe it. Instead of selling
sci-fi, he started selling his own half-
baked religion. Soon he had them
queueing up to pay 500 bucks to
join his Dianetics Auditing Courses.

It was all going so well that Ron
thought it might be nice to take
over a country. He tried Rhodesia,
but Ian Smith gave him the bum’s
rush. When various other govern-
ments banned him, he went to sea,
surrounded himself with a coterie
of 14-year-old girls, and treated his
followers with megalomaniac
harshness. His ship’s captain, Hana,
convinced him that she flew space-
craftin a previous life.

Where Secret Lives failed was in

managed to get so many people to
believe so much transparent bilge,
or by what methods Scientologists
were able to infiltrate and take over
the Florida town of Clearwater.
Perhaps the film-makers’ style
was ¢ramped by the Scientologists
who harassed them relentlessly
throughout filming; or by the letter
from John Travolta and his Sciento-
logical friends to Channel 4
Michael Jackson, urging him not
not to broadcast the programme.
Hubbard's continuing influence is
alarming and inexplicable, but the
programme didn’t discuss it. .
The Bubble is apparently what
British chalet-helpers in Meribel in
the French Alps call their head-in-
the-clouds lifestyle. Modern Times
(BBC2) packed its Bolle sunglasses
and ski-wax and went for a slalom
among these high-altitude hedo-
nists. It found a lot of indecisive peo-
ple who probably weren't having as
much fun as they'd like you to think.
Nevertheless, they were still hav-
ing quite a bit of fun, and while

to think it was probing with mor-
dant precision behind the desperate
facade of a lost generation of
Jeunesse dorée, in fact the intervie-
wees were well aware that they were
merely postponing decisions that
would have to be made eventually.
“Everything continues to be for the
best in the best of all possible
worlds,” intoned Kitchen, but the
irony was wasted because his sub-
Jjects already knew it didn’t.
Henrietta, a 23-year-old from
Henley-on-Thames, was in Meribel

- because she couldn’t decide what to

do with her life. Ollie, oozing self-

" assurance and just graduated from

university, was there to pull girls.
His roommate Andy, 32, kept reel-
ing off shrewd philosophical obser-
vations about life in The Bubble.
“Ollie’s just a young boy seeking
knowledge,” he said oracularly. He
fears becoming Meribel’s * oldest
chalet boy, but maybe he should
write a book about it. Curiously,
nobody said they were in Meribel
because they liked skiing.
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his latest annual appearance in
Death Is Now My Neighbour, a por-
tentous title for a taut little tale of
professional and sexual jealousy,
blackmail, murder and crossword
puzzles. The plot centred around
the selection of a new Master at
Lonsdale College, and was a typical
Morse-esque farrago of red herrings
and intellectual snobbery.
Mercifully, John Thaw had
reined in that exasperating man-
nerism of growling in the back of
his throat, and Richard Briers was
perfectly cast as the spiteful philan-
derer and manipulative outgoing
Master, Sir Clixby Bream. ,
Love may be in the air between
Morse and svelte music teacher
Adele Cecil (Judy Loe), but you'll
have to wait another year to see if it
advances beyond hand-holding and
visits to the pub. However, the
prospects are good, since Adele was
good enough at crosswords to crack
Morse’s clue to his Christian name:
“My whole life’s effort has revolved
around Eve — nine letters” Oh,

theory — the more preposterous the conveying exactly how Hubbard Michael Kitchen’s narration seemed Inspector Morse (ITV) made come on. It's easy. .
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Name-calling and cryptic crossword clues

ideas, because they don't look like

TELEVISION 51

Isaiah Berlin, envying him his fantasist and charlatan who was

s our schools paddle in the first name, Morse fudges: “My managed to eavesdrop just in time. ~ —

shallow intellectual waters
of multiple choice and con-

tinuous assessment, how quaint to
find Inspector Morse (ITV) bang-
ing the drum for traditional men-
tal exercise last night by setting us
cryptic crossword clues — an extra
brain-teaser for those hungry to
solve more than just the plot of
.Colin Dexter’s latest Morse saga,
Death Is Now My Neighbour.

So what, after 31 Morse films, is
the man’s first name? Hmmm?

“Morse,” mumbles John Thaw
to his would-be lover, Adele, trying
to make it sound as sexy as when
Agent 007 introduces himself sim-
ply as “Bond”. “Everyone
Just. .. calls me Morse. [ do have a
first name, of course, but I'd have
to know you better,” he adds;
which must have made Lewis feel
loved.

But when Adele warns the
Inspector that he won't get to know
her better unless he coughs up his

whole life’s effort has revolved
around Eve. Nine letters. And
that's the truth. The whole truth.”

Can you imagine Morse’s reac-
tion if a murder suspect he was
interviewing tried to be this cute
with him? (*“Was I at the scene of

" the crime, Inspector? Well, let me

put it this way, if [ may — My first
is in toy, but not in tot; my second
is in hell, but not in hot; my last’s
not in bet, but is in Bess. So was |
at the scene? You'll just have to
guess.” Closely followed by,
“Loooowiss! Get this cretin out of
my sight, before I do something I'll
regret. Like pay for my own pint.”)

The anagram of “around Eve”,
as crossword solvers will know, is
Endeavour. But why? "My father,”
he tells Adele, while Lewis is at the
bar buying yet another round for
the tight-fisted Morse, “was ob-
sessed by Captain Cook and his
ship was called HMS ...~

“Poor sod!" said Lewis, who

“I'm not calling you Endeav-
our,” said Adele. “I'll stick to
Morse, like everyone else.”

ndeavour is not so bad,
especially when you consid-
er what might have hap-
pened if his father had been
obsessed by gay, Sir Francis
Drake, or Charles Darwin, or
Christopher Columbus, or even
Jacques Cousteau. Of course, by
the time they film the remake of
Death Is Now My Neighbour, ITV
will have replaced Morse’s cryptic
crossword caper with a more
viewer-friendly multiple-choice op-
tion. Adele: “So what's your full
name, Morse.” Morse: *[ do have a
full name, of course, born of my
father’s obsession with Captain
Cook. So is it: (a) Golden Hind
Morse; (b) Beagle Morse; (c) Santa
Maria Morse:; (d) Calypso Morse;
or (e) Endeavour Morse?”
John Thaw, as Morse, and

Kevin Whately, as Lewis, glided
through Dexter’s cosy plot with the
unfussy ease of a married couple
who know — without even bother-
ing to catch their spouse's eye —
how each will react to any new
circumstance. The starry support-
ing cast — Roger Allam, Maggie
Steed, Judy Loe — shimmered.
Richard Briers, as Sir Clixby
Bream, shone. Just as we were
mourning last week's death of

long, uplifting life of academic
contemplation, along came Sir
Clixby, the viperish outgoing mas-
ter of Lonsdale College, Oxford, to
remind us how bitchy academia
can be: Julius Caesar’s back bore
fewer stab wounds than that of
even the lowliest university don.

Sadly, Channel 4's Secret Lives
on L. Ron Hubbard, the founder of
Scientology. failed to enter into the
spirit of the evening by challenging
us to guess what the "L stood for.
So let me make you an offer on
their behalf: "Eat, fly. eat! ordered
the combative French marquis.
Nine letters™ (answer at the bottom
of the column).

The gist of the programme itself
was not so secret either, even
before John Travolta made the
documentary front-page news by
pleading with Channel 4 not to
show it. Most people who are not
Scientologists have long thought
that “L” Ron Hubbard was a

lucky to have found peopleeager to
believe his science fiction. As Cyril
Vosper, once on Hubbard’s staff,
said: “He told so many stories of
his exploits in South America and
West Indies and places that he
would have had to be at least 483
years old to have had enough time
to have done all those things. But

-thatdoesn't matter. It was just very

entertaining, really. Except that he
turned it into a religion.” Not so
entertaining, though, for the little
boy Hubbard imprisoned in a wet,
dark cell for two days for commit-
ting some teensy misdemeanour;
nor for Hubbard's son, Quentin,
who committed suicide rather than
tell his father that he was gay.

t doesn't seem too surprising
that people such as Lisa Marie
Prestey and Tom Cruise have
succumbed. But Travolta? It would
have been useful to see someone
like him batting for Hubbard's

the sort that the Travolta we know
would swallow — certainly not the
Travolta of Vincent Vega in Pulp
Fiction? Just consider:

INT. 74 CHEVY. MORNING.

Vincent: “You know what they
call The Big Cheese, L. Ron Hub-
bard, in Paris?" Jules: “They don't
call him The Big Cheese?” Vincent:
“No, man, they got the French

language over there.” Jules:
“What'd they call him?” Vincent:
“They call him Le Grand
Fromage.” Jules: “Le Grand

Fromage.” Vincent: "Yeah, that’s
right.” Jules: “Whatd they call
Scientology?”  Vincent: “Well,
Scientology’s Scientology, but they
call it Le Scientology”. Jules: “Le
Scientology. What'd they call Juda-
ism?” Vincent: “I dunno, I didn*t
go into a synagogue.”

See what [ mean?

Oh. and that crossword clue
answer, if it makes Morse feels
any better, is Lafayette.
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SUTCLIFFE

Scientology was a
church built on the
granite foundations of
human gullibility.

It would have been
virtually impossible

to come up with
something that
Scientologists wouldn’t
swallow whole.

TELEVISION: 12

Whatever happened
to the population
explosion?

Scare Stories
BBC2 9.20

SATELLITE

AND RADIO: 11
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Is it possible to have a sense of humour and be a
member of the Church of Scientology? Simply on
the law of averages you imagine it must be, but
you can’t help fecling it would be a serious hand-
icap to advancement within the organisation.

You would, for example, have to steel yourself
nol o grin whenever you saw that deliciously
absurd photograph of the muliet-lipped founder,
staring beadily at a tomato that has been wired
up to an E-mcter (a photograph which raiscs the
qucstion of whether tomatoces have bad memo-
ries too, and if they do, how they pay (he substantial
fees that Scientology requires for cvery stage of
its healing ministry?) And if you were required
to spout the B-movie jargon on which Hubbard’s
garage-buill religion rests, there would be the con-
stant danger of an ill-judged giggle. Halfway
through persuading someone to cash in their pen-
sion-plan so that they could attain the status of
an Operating Thetan, you'd have to disguise your
involuntary splutter as a coughing fit.

On the other hand how could you have a sense
of the ridiculous and not burst out laughing at
this mish-mash of Buck Rogers and hand-me-
down Freud? You would, surcly, have to be bad
or mad:

In its assessment of Hubbard's carcer as a sel-
styled cosmic saviour, Secret Lives (Channcl 4)
opted for an unpleasant cocktail of the two. They
began by demonstrating that he was a man for
whom lying was as natural as breathing — and, ini-
tially at Icast, ncarly as innocent. Every delusive
exhalation was designed to enhance his glamour
and mystery. His grandfather’s modest livery stable
was retrospectively converted into one of the big-
gest ranches in Montana, and Hubbard’s mundanc
boyhood into a life of frontier adventure in the
saddie. Afier an out-of-body expericnce brought
on by dental anaesthetic, Hubbard became con-
vinced that he had more to offer the world than
science-fiction pot-boilers, and developed the “sci-
ence” of dianelics, which treated all illness as
psychosomatic in origin. Hubbard claimed to have
cured himself of wartime blindncss (a disability
not recorded in his military medical record, un-
less you take a decidedly hysterical view of con-
junctivitis) and promised to extend the benefits
of his wisdom to others, in return for sizeable wads
of cash.

Towards the end of this engrossing film a former
member of the church described what happened
after Hubbard had died — an awkward departure,
given the guru’s teachings on mind over matter.
It was finally announced to the faithful that Hub-
bard had checked out of his carthly shell and gone
on an extended rescarch trip to the next plane.

“What's amazing is how the Scientologists
bought this,” said the man, “without any ques-
tioning!” His astonishment suggestcd that he still
hadn’t quite got the point. In truth it would have
been virtually impossible to come up with some-
thing that Scientologists wouldn't swallow whole
- it was a church built on the granite foundations
of human gullibility. Of the handful of cscapecs
who talked here, it was telling just how many had
been close to the centre of the organisation ~where
the contradictions between Hubbard's increasingly
brutal behaviour and the sanctimony of the or-
ganisation’s public face could not be ignored
forever. But, as the church reaction to this pro-
gramme has already demonstrated, those spared
an intimate encounter with this psychotic quack
find it all too easy to maintain the faith.

Not everybody runs away from life in the same
way. In his BBC2 film “The Bubble” (Modern
Times) Danicl Reed looked at those who retreat
from hard choices into the down-insulated, high-
altitude nirvana of an Alpine ski-resort. His film
beautifully caught the strange wooziness of these

" surroundings - a pristine world of swooping falls

and cffortless ascent. The soundirack was lovely
too, combining collages of raucous laughter and
tinkling music boxes in a way that accentuated the
strange dissociation of living in a place where fun
is the highest aspiration.

But in the end, though, his structuring
metaphor - that of a novelty snowstorm paper-
weight — was just a little too accurate. Every now
and then you'd feel the energy sinking away and
he would have to pick it up and shake it all over
again.
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