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can ﬁx anything. I’m really good at it,” Jerry Weintraub grins. “My
phonebook, the people that I can reach out to, is a who’s who of the
world. I reach presidents and ambassadors and kings and queens. I
can reach anybody I want to reach. So when you have that kind of
juice and you use it properly, you can ﬁx anything that goes wrong.”
Meet the kid from the Bronx who wasn’t in the William Morris mailroom three
months before landing a junior agent position at MCA, and ended up reinventing
the live concert industry by winning over Elvis Presley’s cigar-chomping manager
with a grab bag of persistence, personality, and a million-dollar wire transfer. When
Frank Sinatra saw what Weintraub did for Elvis, he tapped him to launch Ol’ Blue
Eyes back to the top. The young showman took John Denver from 70 bucks a
night to international superstar, and now in the age of the eight-ﬁgure paycheck,
no one but Weintraub could have put together the A-list ensemble trilogy, Ocean’s
Eleven, Twelve, and Thirteen (2001, 2004, 2007).
Debuting April 4th on HBO, “His Way” opens up Weintraub’s red-carpet world
to the rest of us. From the laundry delivery service he started as a teenager to his
unorthodox film picks, the new documentary follows a guy who sees opportunities where no one else looks and tackles projects against all industry wisdom.
Take Nashville (1975) that emerged as a sweeping Robert Altman masterpiece,
and Diner (1982), a Barry Levinson classic that launched the careers of Mickey
Rourke, Kevin Bacon, Ellen Barkin, Paul Reiser, Steve Guttenberg, and Daniel
Stern. “They didn’t get it,” says Weintraub of his peers. “The problem with Diner
for people, and the problem with most of the things that I’ve done that people
can’t get onboard with — until they’re hits — is I make character pieces. I
learned that from the singers I worked with and the live entertainment, because
they tell stories. What I do is becoming antiquated. When I have to do greenscreen shots, I hate it. I run home and go to sleep!” Oh, God! (1977) and The
Karate Kid (1984) were also Weintraub productions and exist today as touchstones of their time. Coming up for Weintraub is the Steven Soderberghdirected Liberace, starring Michael Douglas and Matt Damon, which begins
production in June, and another installment of Oh, God! “I don’t know yet
who’s going to do God,” Weintraub relates. “I’m developing it with somebody;
I can’t really say who, but it’s a woman.”
“His Way” also explores the valleys, capturing the rise and fall of Weintraub’s
ﬁlm production company. The deep depression the experience left him in is lifted
by friends like Ocean’s stars George Clooney, Brad Pitt, and Matt Damon, all of
whom show up in the ﬁlm to have their say about their buddy and mentor — who’s
ﬂying high once again. Barbara and George H.W. Bush, Julia Roberts, Bruce Willis,
Ellen Barkin, James Caan, Elliott Gould, Andy Garcia, and Ralph Macchio show
up, to boot. With a star on the Walk of Fame and honors like being named
UNICEF’s Man of the Year with the Danny Kaye Humanitarian Award, the P.T.
Barnum-styled producer and essential ﬁgure in the evolution of modern Hollywood
tells one hell of a story. A tour bus stops to take pictures at the gate as we pull into
Weintraub’s Beverly Hills driveway.

“I

Venice: The ﬁlm begins with your time in the Air Force. Tell us how Morse
code shaped your experience in the armed forces.
Jerry Weintraub: I still know it. I can’t get it out of my head. Morse code, for me,
was a language, and I was very, very good at it. I could do it really quickly. I learned
it in Biloxi, Mississippi. Remember “Biloxi Blues” that Neil Simon wrote? He was
at the same base that I was. We were the only two Jews, I think, that ever went
through there. And when I got out of there, they gave me a leave for 30 days. You
go home and then you go to your next assignment. My assignment said, “Project
Green Moon.” What the fuck is Project Green Moon? [laughs] I was supposed to
report to McChord Air Force Base, [south of] Seattle, Washington. I went there and
I handed the people my orders and they had no idea what it was. I meet [with a
colonel] and he says to me, “We’re putting together a special, elite unit to go up
to Alaska and monitor the Russians and you’ve been chosen because of your
skills with Morse code.” Ofﬁcers started coming in there and I went to see this
colonel and said to him, “Listen, I’m getting a little tired of saluting. I’m the only
one saluting!” [laughs] All these guys are walking around, captains and colonels
and majors, and I’m saluting everybody. He said, “You don’t have to salute.
Forget the saluting. It’s okay.” So we went to Alaska. They took me outside of
Anchorage for training and we set up this unbelievable communications setup.
I’m talking God-knows-what, a hundred million dollar deal, or whatever it was.
We set this whole goddamn thing up and just when we were about to open it to
start monitoring, they shut it down. [laughs] We never used it!
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Do you know why?
I have no idea why. They didn’t tell me; I
was a private. By that time I had three
stripes. So they sent me to Fairbanks, and
when I got there they took me on a training
mission. Now remember, I was a kid from
the Bronx. I knew as much about the outdoors as Chayim Pippick. I knew nothing
about the outdoors. They take me and they
drop me out in the wilderness. There was a
whole group of guys in the unit. They drop
us there with sleeping bags and it’s 50
below zero. It’s not a nice, sunny day! And I
don’t know anything about sleeping bags
and I don’t know anything about campﬁres.
I don’t know anything about this stuff! That
night I jump in the sleeping bag and I didn’t
know that there were two layers to it. And I
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also didn’t know that you’re supposed to
take your clothes into the sleeping bag or
they’re going to freeze. [laughs] I got into the
sleeping bag under one zipper and I left my
clothes outside. When I got up in the
morning the clothes were frozen — I
couldn’t put them on — I was frozen, and I
had frostbite, and they had to get a helicopter to take me to the hospital.
Your toes?
No, my hands. Anyway, I survived.
I enjoyed “His Way” as well as your book
(When I Stop Talking, You’ll Know I’m
Dead, 2010).
It’s a good book. It’s still selling like crazy;
it was a New York Times bestseller. In all seri-

ousness, people say to me, “You’ve accomplished so much, you’ve done so much, you
did this, you did that.” I don’t look at it that
way. I never did look at it that way. I don’t think
I’m a big-shot. I’m glad that I have money to
do what I want to do. I gave up a lot to get
what I have. I really, truly did. I gave up my
whole life with my kids when they were young.
I never went to little league games, I never
went to the recitals. I gave all that up. I was on
the road; I was working my ass off. So when
[people] read about this part of my life —
because of the book and the movie — it’s an
extraordinary part of my life. Maybe the best
part of my life. I mean, I don’t like being 73 —
I’d rather be 53 — but the fact is that I made it
this far, I’m still breathing, I’m still on this side
of the grass, and I’m doing ﬁne. I’ve got some

stuff wrong with me. I had prostate cancer, my back is killing me all
the time, I can hardly play golf, but I’m alive, you know? And I’m
enjoying this, not the adulation. I don’t need that, I’ve had that. Not
the hero worship and not the plaques and the awards. I have all of
that. I have too much of it! My ego is ﬁne. So it’s not about that. It’s
about the fact that the book has enabled me to share with the public
— and the movie will as well in a bigger arena — what I went through
and what I did. Because while I was doing it and while I was going
through it, I didn’t know what I was doing! I didn’t realize that I was
creating this world. And I did; I created a whole world. It’s given me
the chance to look back on what I did and enjoy it — because I
wasn’t enjoying it when I did it! [laughs]
Were you not happy when you were doing it?
I was very happy, but I was working, so I didn’t have time to enjoy
the fruits of my labor. I was in Holiday Inns for 20 years. I stayed only
in Holiday Inns because they were yellow and green and I knew
where the bathroom was. It said “sanitized” over the toilet, and there
was a glass in there with a piece of Saran Wrap over it, and I knew
where the bed was. I could have gone anyplace; I was a multimillionaire when I was 26 years old. I started with a dollar and a half. So
I could have enjoyed a lot of things that I didn’t when I was younger
because I didn’t have time to. I ended up enjoying everything, and
getting everything, and doing everything, and having a very full life.
Both in my business life and my personal life with my kids, with the
two women in my life, and with my philanthropy, and all the things
I’m involved in, and I like being able to do that now. But I wouldn’t
have enjoyed it when I was 40.
You would have been too busy pounding away?
Pounding away, yeah. I reinvented the wheel, and it was fast and
it was coming at me like a train and I didn’t want to miss any of it. I
wanted to have it all! I had this insatiable desire to be successful.
But while I was being successful, I couldn’t really enjoy the success
because I was going on to the next thing.
Do you still have that drive now?
Absolutely. But the difference is, ﬁrst of all, I don’t take it as seriously. I have that drive much more now for my charitable foundation
and the things I’m involved in. The hospitals I’m involved in and the
people I care about in the world. Watching this disaster in Japan,
this terrible, terrible tragedy — luckily, I reached all my Japanese
friends and they’re all okay — I cry about that. It really affects me. I
don’t know if I would have cried at 30. I would have looked at it,
seen it on the TV, and gone on to a show with Elvis. Now, for the last
four or ﬁve days, I can’t get my mind off of it. It’s on my mind constantly. I’m trying to ﬁgure out what I can do to help whoever I can
help. That’s just what happens in your life. Do I still have a burning
desire to do certain things? Yes, because it’s the way I express
myself. Film or television or books. I’m lucky enough now to be
doing another book. It’s been three years since I wrote this one. A
lot happened in the past three years! [laughs]
Do you see opportunities to innovate when it comes to philanthropy and humanitarian efforts, like you’ve innovated in
other areas?
Absolutely. We have a [foundation] called “Not on Our Watch."
George Clooney, Brad Pitt, Matt Damon, Don Cheadle, and myself.
We’re doing great stuff with that. We raise a lot of money. With
celebrity, you get to raise a lot of money. And when you have ﬁve
celebrities together, you can really raise a lot of money. I remember
Frank Sinatra, when I was a kid, he said to me one day, “I want to buy
you a birthday present.” I said, “Frank, I really have enough watches.
I’ve got cars, I’ve got everything I need.” “No, no, this is a very special
present. I’m going to give you 25 dinners with me and you can have
anybody you want there.” I said, “Why?” He said, “Because you can
raise money for whatever you want if you have Frank Sinatra sitting next to ya. So I’m gonna give you 25 of them.”
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You’ve spent time with some of the most
powerful people in the world. You went on
a last-minute trip to the Olympics with
Armand Hammer.
He called me up one morning and he said
to me, “What are you doing this afternoon?”
I said, “I’m working.” He said, “No, no, we’re
going to Sarajevo.” I said, “For what?” He
said, “The Olympics!” I said, “Armand, let me
explain something to you. You can’t just get
on a plane and go to the Olympics. You’ve
got to have hotel rooms, you’ve got to have
tickets.” He never paid attention to any of
that. He said, “Just meet me at the plane!”
So I got my wife and I went out to the hanger
at LAX. We got on the plane and 26 hours

he is. That’s a great man to know, and to be
able to be around and sit with. The things he
told me and taught me and showed me. He
took me places and put his arms around me
and everybody knew we were best friends.
That’s extraordinary! It’s extraordinary to
have a President of the United States of
America with a little Jewish kid from the
Bronx, for him to embrace me like that. Fantastic! Where did that come from? I used to
cry when I heard “Hail to the Chief.” I was
touched by that. When he was president, I
called him “Mr. President” for four years. He
didn’t want me to. He kept telling me, “Don’t
call me ‘Mr. President.’ Call me George.
You’re my friend.” I used to live up in the

him for a week, and I can sell it all in four
hours if you can handle the ticket sales!”
[laughs] I said, “When I announce this,
people are going to be sleeping in the streets
around the Chicago Stadium.” [He said,]
“You’re nuts!” He had never had a show in
there before. I said, “Look, why don’t we try
it and we’ll see if I’m crazy or you’re wrong!”
I put it on sale and I sold out. A week in ﬁve
hours. And he got in his car with me — he
was very close to Mayor Daley — and he put
a big red light on the top of his car and he
had one of those horns. “He did it! He did it!
I’m sittin’ here with him and he sold Elvis
Presley, seven shows!” [laughs] All around
Chicago, we drove around.

The reason I help other people all day long and I give a lot of charity
and participate in philanthropy is because I’m lucky enough to be
able to do it, and I’d much rather be giving than getting.
later we were in Yugoslavia with a police
escort. They picked us up at the airport, he
called the president of Yugoslavia and told
him we were coming, and they got everything together. That’s how Armand was. We
traveled the world together, I don’t know how
many times. We lived on the plane; it had two
bedrooms. Armand had a chef on the plane.
I love Kentucky Fried Chicken, and I used to
bring Kentucky Fried Chicken and Château
Laﬁte Rothschild on the plane, $2,000 a
bottle in those days. That’s all we ever ate on
the plane. He used to call me right before we
were going somewhere and he would say to
me, “You’re gonna stop at Kentucky Fried
Chicken, right?” I said, “Yeah!” Fuckin’ chef
wanted to kill me.
When you’re in a room with someone
like Elvis, do you have a feeling of,
“Wow”?
No. Elvis Presley, Frank Sinatra, Cary
Grant, George Clooney, Gene Kelly, Jimmy
Stewart, John Denver, Neil Diamond, Bob
Dylan, Led Zeppelin — all of this stuff was
natural to me. They were people. They
needed what I had and I needed what they
had, and we found a way to do it together.
So it was never idolatry with me. The closest
I came to that was with Frank, because I
admired him so much. But we became such
close friends that that went away. He made
it go away; he insisted that it go away. The
other man in my life that I idolized, and do
idolize today, is George Bush [Sr.], because
he opened up the whole world for me. I
talked to him this morning. He just saw my
movie; he loved it. He’s not a good man —
he’s a great man. And he’s also not a man
who thought that he deserved anything. It
was not an imperial presidency. He felt it was
a job. It was a job that happened because of
the other jobs he did in his life, and he was
creating service for the country. That’s who
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Queens’ Bedroom and the Lincoln Bedroom;
I kept clothes there. So yes, that’s probably
the only man that I had that feeling about.
But he was the most powerful man in the free
world! He’s a great man, great guy, great
friend. There is nothing I could ask him that
he wouldn’t do for me, and I never asked him
to do anything that was out of line. And he
knew it.
You’ve gathered quite a collection of
mentors.
Yes, I’m very lucky. All much older than
me. Because I had these ideas that my contemporaries thought were crazy. [laughs]
They looked at me like I was from outer
space when I started doing shows in arenas
and shows in ball parks and the kind of
movies I did. My contemporaries thought I
was wacky! Guys that were 20, 25 years
older than me didn’t. They had been there
and done it, so they knew that I wasn’t
crazy.
You ended up reinventing the way musicians tour and concerts are promoted.
Yes, I did, but I didn’t do it knowingly. I
didn’t set out to reinvent it. It was natural.
When I played the Bee Gees at Dodger Stadium here in the ’70s when they had that
Saturday Night [Fever] movie and I put them
in Dodger Stadium, people looked at me,
“Are you crazy? Fifty-ﬁve thousand seats?” I
said, “I could do ﬁve shows there. You don’t
understand.” When I put Elvis in Chicago
and I met [sports and arena tycoon] Arthur
Wirtz — who was one of my mentors and a
very important part of my life — and I told
him I wanted a place for Elvis. He said, “Do
you know how many seats I have here?” I
said, “No, how many seats?” He said, “Nineteen-thousand, six-hundred and twelve
seats.” I said, “Yeah?” He said, “You can’t
sell a singer for [so many].” I said, “I can sell

Have you found that there is a blurry
line between business and pleasure,
where it’s all converged into one?
I guess there is. I know that I got to see a
lot and do a lot while I was working, but I
was working. Even though I was in Monte
Carlo with Prince Rainier and Grace Kelly, I
was working. Even though Cary Grant was
sitting here with me playing cards or having
a drink, I was working. It was work, and it
was intense work, and I didn’t stop. That’s
what I mean; I didn’t stop to really understand or enjoy that part of it. I used to have
dinner parties here at this house. My wife
used to have Cary Grant on one side of her
and Frank Sinatra on the other, and she
said to me, “I’m in heaven. I don’t need
anything else.”
What draws you to the humanitarian
work you’re doing now?
From my perspective, the reason I help
other people all day long and I give a lot of
charity and [participate in] philanthropy is
because I’m lucky enough to be able to do it,
and I’d much rather be giving than getting. I
was taught that as a boy. My father taught
me that and my mother taught me that. They
drummed it into my head. They said, “When
you have enough to give and to help people,
do it.” So I do it! It’s just part of my life. And
I’m happy that I’m on the giving end and not
the getting end.
I liked what you said in your book, “I
don’t care if you get ﬂattened a thousand
times. As long as you get up that thousand-and-ﬁrst time, you win.”
Right. Pick yourself up, dust yourself off,
and start all over again! ▼
“His Way” debuts April 4th on HBO. For
more information on Not on Our Watch, visit
www.notonourwatchproject.org.

