




76 EW.COM SUMMER T V PREVIEW 2017

that the Los Angeles-shot production would need to gross too much to turn a
profit. “It was low-budget,” says Hanson, who financed the project himself.
“Nobody got paid. It was day to day. Get it shot, get it done, get it put together.”
With no money for stars, Hanson cast an acquaintance named Hal Reed to play
the Zodiac Killer, who in the film is depicted as a young mailman. “I knew Hal and
I thought, ‘Well, hell, he could play the Zo, you know?’ ” says the director of the
less-than-exhaustive casting process.

This laissez-faire attitude toward the project would be evident in the finished
film, which veers wildly between fact, fantasy, and near-farce. While the fatal
stabbing of victim No. 4, Cecelia Shepard, is depicted with chilling accuracy,
another entirely fictitious sequence finds Reed’s Zodiac killing an older woman by
persuading her to inspect the engine of her car and then crushing her head by
jumping up and down on the hood. Of course, the main purpose of the film was
not to win Oscars, but to snag the Zodiac. “The whole thing was to get it done and
get it up there while he was still there,” says Hanson.

“Up there” was San Francisco, where Hanson planned to capture the Zodiac
with the help of a half dozen or so friends, including The Zodiac Killer coscreen-
writer Ray Cantrell, with whom Hanson had appeared in Hellcats. The specifics of
the plan involved a raffle, with a Kawasaki 350cc motorcycle serving as the bait.
People who came to see the film at the RKO Golden Gate theater, which Hanson
had rented for the week, were given a card and invited to complete the sentence
“The Zodiac kills because…” Cinemagoers then dropped the card into a large, spe-
cially built box. What attendees didn’t know was that one of Hanson’s associates
was inside the box comparing the writing on the cards with that of the Zodiac. If
a match was made, the person in the box would flick an electrical switch to alert
another accomplice, who was hidden in a nearby freezer and could ID the suspect
through a vent. That person would, in turn, inform the rest of the crew, who were
stationed around the cinema on the lookout for anything suspicious. Finally, they
would all approach together and apprehend the notorious Zodiac Killer! At least
that was the plan, one that Hanson admits he did not tell the police. Why? “Well,
because I know what they’ll do—what they always do,” he says. “ ‘Hands off!’
‘Don’t do that!’ ‘Stay away from it!’ You know…”

The idea that the Zodiac might attend a film about his crimes is not as crazy as
it might sound. The killer clearly enjoyed his notoriety and was thought to be
something of a film buff. In the Zodiac’s first letter, he had written about man
being “the most dangerous animal of all to kill,” which seemed to reference the
1932 film The Most Dangerous Game, in which a character called Count Zaroff hunts
people for sport on a remote island. Chronicle cartoonist–turned–Zodiac expert
Robert Graysmith even suggested in his authoritative 1986 best-seller, Zodiac, that

the knife the killer had used to murder
Cecelia Shepard bore a notable resem-
blance to the one used by Zaroff in the film.

Graysmith, who would be played by Jake
Gyllenhaal in Fincher’s 2007 film, actually
attended one of the screenings of The
Zodiac Killer in San Francisco, and later
recalled the occasion in his book. “I went to
see a low budget film about Zodiac at the
Golden Gate Theater,” he wrote. “The film
ends by hinting that Zodiac may be the man
behind you in the theater. Since Zodiac was
a movie fan and an egotist and since the
movie played only to a limited audience in
San Francisco, the chances he was in the
seat behind you were pretty good.”

But, as the weeklong engagement of The
Zodiac Killer neared its end, the chances of
Hanson succeeding in his mission began to
look pretty slim. The only remotely dra-
matic thing to have occurred was the near
suffocation of Cantrell while he was taking
a turn hiding in the freezer. (“I thought he
was going to kill me,” says Hanson of the
screenwriter. “There was a vent there,
which is where you were supposed to have
your head. I don’t know what he did.”)
However, that all changed on closing night
when Hanson visited the restroom during
the last moments of the final screening.

“I’m standing there, I heard the door
open, and a guy walked over to the urinal,”
says Hanson. “I’m finishing, and all of a
sudden he says, ‘You know, real blood
doesn’t come out like that.’ ” According to
Hanson, the man then turned to look at
him, at which point the director found him-
self staring at the face depicted in the com-
posite image released after the murder of
Paul Stine. “The lips, the face, the hair, the
whole look, to me, was him,” says Hanson.
“I said something like ‘Oh, yeah, you’re
probably right.’ I went back [to my guys]
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and said, ‘I think he’s here. Grab him and throw
his ass into the office.’ Which they did.”

When Hanson himself appeared in the
office, he was horrified to discover that his
team had actually made friends with the man
he believed to be the country’s most notorious
murderer. “They’re having a hell of a good
time,” he recalls. “My guys were totally con-
vinced this can’t be a serial killer.” So Hanson
decided to play a trick on his suspect to see
how he would react. “I’m about a foot away
from his face,” he explains. “I told him, ‘The
reason you’re here is my brother, Paul Stine, the cabdriver, was killed by the
Zodiac.’ He was not flustered; he was not like, ‘Who the hell are you guys?’ Noth-
ing, zero, zip. I thought, ‘This is going nowhere.’ So we sent him on his way.”

Hanson still believed the man—whom he declines to name for legal reasons—
was the Zodiac, so he teamed with a pair of private investigators to follow the
suspect. “They had a spy van, which we pulled up to where his house was,” he says.
“He comes out and I almost fell on the floor. He comes out as a mailman, which is
how I showed him in the movie. It was just one thing like that after another.”

Eventually, Hanson gave up the chase. He returned to the food industry, selling
ovens and then later a heat lamp of his own design, and is now “reluctantly
retired,” according to his grandson Scott Hanson, who is making a documentary
about his life called Zodiac Man. As for Hanson’s wild cinematic experiment, it
essentially became a forgotten movie until AGFA, an offshoot of the Alamo Draft-
house cinema chain dedicated to preserving and distributing genre films, screened
a 4K restoration at last September’s Fantastic Fest film festival in Austin. “We did
two sold-out shows,” says Ziemba. “The great thing was the fascination you could
feel from people. Whether they hated it or loved it, everyone was talking about it.”

But what of the Zodiac? He would send just one more letter that is definitively
regarded as coming from his pen, a note in 1974 that praised The Exorcist as “the
best satirical comedy that I have ever seen.” Of course, the Zodiac could have
carried on committing crimes without publicly admitting to them. In November
1969, he had written to the Chronicle claiming to have killed two more people for
which he was not being held responsible, but also stating that he would be
committing his horrendous acts in a more anonymous fashion. “I shall no longer
announce to anyone,” wrote the killer. “When I commit my murders, they shall
look like routine robberies, killing of anger, & a few fake accidents, etc. The police
shall never catch me because I have been too clever for them.”

Almost a half century after Zodiac wrote those taunting words, the police still
haven’t completely given up on proving him wrong. “The case is still open,” a
spokesperson for the San Francisco Police Department says. “We do not discuss
open cases, we can only tell you that it’s open.” They’re certainly not short on
leads. Ron Freeman was a Pittsburgh police officer for 37 years, nearly 20 of which

he spent working homicides. He now
teaches crime-scene investigation at the
University of Pittsburgh and is the sponsor
of a student cold-case club that is examin-
ing the Zodiac case.

Freeman says that, even now, police in
California are “swamped with calls—there
are so many people that think they know
who the Zodiac is.” As it happens, the stu-
dents were contacted by a woman who sus-
pects her father is the mystery murderer.
Freeman asked her to send some items her
father had touched, hoping to match his
DNA with that of the Zodiac, which the
police have, thanks to the killer licking the
envelopes he sent to newspapers back in
the day. “Once the things get processed
through the lab we’ll share the information
with the investigators,” says Freeman.

Should this long shot lead nowhere, will
we ever discover the identity of the Zodiac
Killer? Duffy Jennings believes we still
might. “The obvious guess is that he’s dead
or long been in prison for something else,”
he says. On the other hand… “Whoever it
was [could] die and leave behind something
that proves he was the guy,” Jennings con-
tinues. “It’s one of the great cold cases of all
time. But we haven’t had anything yet.”
When it came to one obsessed fast-food
magnate-turned-filmmaker, it certainly was
not for lack of trying. ◆
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