ON

By AL VAN STARREX
CoOLOMEBO, Ceylon.

LTHOUGH they were
swamped by a monsoon
and plagued by a succes-
sion of accidents, the cast

and crew now filming “The Pur-
ple Plain” in the jungles here
have found both the work and
the country exotic beyond ex-
pectations. Gregory Peck, who
heads the cast of the Technicolor
drama which is being produced
under the auspices of Britain's
J. Arthur Rank, has never ven-
tured so far from home, although
he has been an expatriate for
some twa years, during which
time he made “Roman Holiday”
in Italy, “Man With a Million”
in England and “Night People”
in Germany.,

Despite the fact that the film,
an adaptation of an H. E, Bates
novel, deals with adventures at
an airstrip in Burma during
World War II, Ceylon was chosen
because it already had been used
|for locales by other film troupes
‘and found photogenic. Previously
filmed in Ceylon were such fea-
tures as “Outcast of the Islands,”
“Operation * Malaya,” “Laugh-
ing Anne,” “Stars Over India” (a
German color film), ths as yet
unfinished British remake of
“The Beachcomber” and Para-
mount’s “Elephant. Walk,” with
'Dana Andrews and Vivien Leigh
(later 1replaced by Elizabeth
Taylor).

Locations

When the “Purple Plain” com-
pany, headed by Producer John
Bryan, began to hunt for suitable
locations last year, they found
an old abandoned airstrip almost
identical with the ‘one described
by the author near the spot where
Paramount shot ‘“Elephant Walk.”
And, other locations, including a
dried-up river bed where Peck
crashes his plane in the story,
iand a village that looked Bur-
mese, proved ideal. i

The R. A. F. cooperated hand-
somely by assigning actual
R, A. F. personnel to be stationed
at the location in Sigiriya. Also,
three Mosquito bombers, com-

plete with jungle camouflage,

‘THE PURPLE PLAIN

IN CEYLONS JUNGLES

Gregory Peck and Troupe Find Filming
Exotie Despite Weather and Hazards

were flown all the way from

Singapore, for wuse in aerial
scenes,
But the company did not

reckon with the belated, tropical
downpour which flooded the area
on Jan’ 3 when shooting was
slated to start. Many of the loca-
tions, including the dried-up river
bed, had become inundated and
new sites had to be chosen by
director Robert Parrish, an-
other Californian who obviously
was unfamiliar with the area.

Native Dancer

Parrish, by the way, chose Win
Min Than (the name. means
“Bright a Million Times"), :a
Burmese, to appear opposite Peck
ias the girl who rehabilitates him
jin Burma following the death of
his wife in a London air raid.
‘Win Min Than has had little dra-
‘matic experience and was in
‘London studying ballet when she
was chosen for the role after a
jscreen test.

| When shooting got under way,
Bernard Lee, one of the featured
players, suffered a sunstroke fol-
lowing a scene in which water
was poured on his back under
the scorching sun for several
hours. Shortly after Lee recov-
ered, Jack McNaughton, another
featured player, injured a knee
ligament in a fight with Peck
and was bedridden for several
days. Peck, on the other hand,
got a big kick and a small cold
out of running around in the rain.
Art.director Jack Maxstead alsof
joined the hospital crowd for a
while when he was slightly hurt
arranging a set,

The company was about three
weeks behind schedule last month
when shooting finally began at
a simulated Burmese village con-
structed by the company. The
“villagers” also were a problem
since natives of Ceylon are more
Polynesian than Oriental in ap-
pearance and considerable time
was spent rounding up the few
available Burmdse types.

A crash scene was staged quick-
ly and efficiently. ~And; though
the plane used was a Mosqmto,
bomber shipped froh London, it
proved no extravagance since it
was stripped of its engines and
cost the company a mere $35.
The most trying scenes were
those involving Lyndon Brook
(son of Clive Brook) who had to
be carried on a stretcher up a
hill' by Peck and Maurice Dan-
ham. The scenes took almost a
week ‘fo shoot. In another se-
quence, Peck narrowly escaped
death when a plane, which had to
cruise dangerously close to the
actor, suddenly.veered to: avoid
a bird and almost struck him.

The star system, incidentally, is
effective here too since hundreds
of fans crowded the set, many
of them teen-aged girls who
hitch-hiked' or cycled from such
distant' places as Colombo, 100
miles away, to watch Peck at
work. Peck, it must be added,
not only would sign autograph
albums “by the.dozen "and ‘pose
with some of his admirers but
a.lso would. find time- to- -answer
some of the: fan ail which; ar-
nved daily from all. parts.of Cey-
{lon- and India, ~

Housmg

Accommodatxons for this com-
pany of fifty peraons also. consti-
ituted a problem sirce” the only
jbuilding is a Government-rur
“rest house” or motel, which
could only house a. few. ‘The
others:were put up in-improvised
bamboo-and- mud huts- wryly
termed the “Ritz,” " “Claridge’s

and the “Waldorf-Astoria.” Lunch
at the “Waldorf,” in the company
of mosquitoes, assorted beetles,
spiders and an occasional snake,
would consist of such interesting
items as “Creamly Soup,” “Yoksi
Pudding,” “Steurd Prunes” and
“Custid” served by barefoot na-
tive waiters. Sigiriya, where the
troupe worked during most of its
stay in Ceylon® is an isolated spot
with no telephone, telegraph or
postal connections. The com-
pany’s only liaison with the out-
side world was handled in the
one-room, palm-thatehed sub-
Post Office in adjoining Kibissa.

When it finally stopped raining
the sun became so hot, that it

quickly withered the prop banana
trees and cocoanut palms that
dotted the airstrip and the vil-
lage, and they had to be replaced
continuously to the great amuse-
ment of the villagers.” The rea-
son was simple. Sigiriya has no
such flora and the Burmese vil-
lage it was supposed to be in the
film does. So, the trees had to
be fabricated,

The crew also had to build a
Burmese lion out of plaster and
wire for certain scenes. When it
was no longer needed it was
dynamited by the R. A. F. team.
Part of the lion’s head survived
and probably will mystify some
future archaeological expedition.
Anyway, it will be a memento.
at least, of the strange goings-on
in the jungles surrounding Sigi-
riya during the filming of “The
Purple Plain.” .




