Rough Justi

by Rich Badley

Based on events at Corcoran State Prison, Ric Waugh'’s Felon is an unflinching
portrayal of real American justice at work - a claustrophobic inside view of the
cycles of violence and reprisals, and how an ordinary man is forced to forget his

everyday life just make it out alive.

Stephen Dorff plays family man Wade Porter who
accidentally kills an intruder. Pleading guilty he’s deter-
mined to keep his head down and ride out his time but
he’s quickly at the mercy of corrupt guards and warring
gangs. Sides must be picked, especially when he’s
transferred to the SHU (Secure Housing Unit) which is
more akin to a gladiatorial arena. Helped by lifer John
Smith (a brooding Val Kilmer), Wade soon realises that
prison isn’t about waiting, it's about surviving.

Dorff captures the transformation both physically and
emotionally in a gripping performance and talked to
Combat about making Felon one of the most brutal
prison movies ever...

You've played some varied characters in the past, from Cecil
B Demented to a vampire, why everyday bloke Wade Porter?

STEPHEN DORFF: Yeah, | haven't played a guy like
him in a long time. 1 liked that he was a normal every-
man that has no idea what's about to happen. In the
middle of the night, a scary situation, and he makes a
mistake - his life changes in a split second. To come is
all the hell that he's faced with and books of rules that
don’t really exist in the normal world but seem to be the
Bible in prison, the only way to stay alive is to play that
game. To me it was just capturing the realism of that
feeling, not just a bunch of Hollywood people coming in
to do a prison movie.
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The tendency in Hollywood is to make eriminals like cartoon
characters, as with Gon Air..

STEPHEN DORFF: Hollywood just does dumb movies,
they're not real. If this movie was made for $20 million
you would have had Ludacris playing one of the guards.
They would have cast every little role with a famous per-
son - whoever the big gangsta rappers are. Why this
film feels so strong is that we got rid of all that. It wasn't
like we were hiring some young actress from the tabloids
to play my wife. Ric definitely wanted my wife to be
Latino and guard Jackson to be black. We wanted that
mixed-race thing happening, a play on what goes on in
prison which is all about race.

Wau?n’s background is mostly in stunts so what convinged
you to work with him?

STEPHEN DORFF: Ric’s always been a writer that |
took notice of and he’s written a lot of big scripts
around the studios that haven’t been made. Once |
saw this DVD of research material he put together for
Felon and what he wanted to make, it was a no-brain-
er. | met all these kids who became horrific gangsters
through the prison system, they weren’t before. One
guy lost it in a road rage incident, ended up in jail for
murder. His life changed and he became a shot caller
for the Aryan Brotherhood. There was a documentary
made by a friend of Tucker’s [Tooley, the producer]
about a guy who was a Calvin Klein model in the early
90s. He had a fight, someone died. Now, he’s a killer
- he has a gun. He broke his parole after the docu-
mentary and went back in, that's his life. You do eight
to ten years and you become someone else, you look
different - all these tatts. Whether your Mom writes
you a letter it doesn’t really matter, you're in here, this
is your life now.

You also made sure your filming location was authentic...

STEPHEN DORFF: Nobody had shot in a real working
prison. Ric PR’ed his way into Santa Fe through the
warden and the governor. We didn’t have a lot of money






mixture of MMA (Mixed Martial Arts) - all grappling, liter-
ally jumping on people.

Some of the inmates looked like they could handle themselves...

STEPHEN DORFF: All the extras in the yard were real
parolees or real prisoners that had finished their time
from different prisons. Some were institutionalised when
they were younger, the real deal. And then some of
them were UFC guys being thrown around with me. If |
needed to do a back flip or something that was too dan-
gerous | had Tommy Truex, a fighter on the rise in the
UFC world, who did a great job doubling me.

To fit in with the gangs Wade shaves his head, how did that
feel off-set?

STEPHEN DORFF: I'd never had my head shaved like
that so it was bizarre. | felt like | didn’t recognise myself.
That was the first thing we did because of the small bud-
get so | wear a wig at the beginning of the movie. | was
on a major clean diet and ripped-up because we wanted
the character to have a big transformation but we didn’t
really have a lot of time. Normally to do a transformation
like that physically you'd need a break in-between shoot-
ing, at least 12 or 15 weeks and we shot this movie in 6
and a half.

The low budget certainly didn’t harm the film’s stark realism...

STEPHEN DORFF: The New York Times said it was the
best prison movie of all time which was pretty insane.

I've never read reviews for a movie I've done that were
all so positive. In a way we thought we’d won even

- though we didn’t have a huge release. That week Dark

Knight opened we were downloaded 650,000 times and
this was a movie where it was strictly all word of mouth.
It's cool to have an underdog movie that just speaks for
itself without any big PR campaign.

It’s definitely a movie worth championing, why do you think
it’s got sueh a large appeal?

STEPHEN DORFF: | mean women wouldn’t normally go
and see a film like this but they really responded to it in
America. Because, | think, of the family element and the
idea of, “What if this happened to the guy | just had a
baby with?” You're trying to build a life and then some-
one breaks into your house. It's scary because if you
just snap or lose your temper, who knows what could
happen. For Wade Porter his
life will be different, nothing
will ever touch what he went
through there. The system
does desensitise you. You
don'’t want to go to prison. .

Felon is out on DVD and
Blu-ray now, courtesy of
Sony Pictures Home y
Entertainment and The Fight §
Factory. For more on The
Fight Factory check out
www.fightfactoryfilms.co.uk




