Interview with Kristi Jacobson

American Standoff puts the viewer on the strike lines across the U.S. right alongside the
Teanstears during ore of the largest and most crudal strikes in ther history.

Kristi Jacobson has produced and directed many social-issue documentaries. She
producedefending Our Daughters, a film about womenusvivors of the wain Bosnia
and collaborated with Barbara Kopple Justice for All, covering the injustice in the
capital-punishnm system.

Kristi Jacobson spoke with Jana Germano from New York City in August 2002.

What made you chose the teamsters as the subject for a film?

There were aauple of reasonwe chose the tassters to make thidrh. One of the most
important ones was Jim Hoffaelection as president of the Teamsters union. He came on
in a really controversial election because of thadggf his father. There were a lot of
expectations of him both good and badhere were bt of people whodit that Jim

Hoffa s election meant that the union was going to be saved and returned back to the
glory day of its strengthral power. Thergevere others whteared that bewise of his

fathers reputation andlaged conne@ns with the mob, hislection as prédent would

bring the union back to its dark days.

The other importat reason is that & such a largenion we felt that ifve could
understand where things were with the Teamsters Union, we would have insight into the
modern laba movement of today.

Why did you choose their fight with Overnight as the basis for the film?

When we started to research, our goal was to try to undénstso the teamsters are,
what kind of problems thexe facing today, what their goals afend it seemed that
everyone we spoke to said yaalty should look at this Overnight campaign, at that
point it wasnt a strike, it was an organization campaign that the Teamsters had been
involved in since the earl®0s. Everyone from journalists to teamsters from the prior
administration to # Hoffa administition said that this@rnight campagn is really

going to be significant for the Teamsters and restltyw where things are.

So as the film progressed, your premise also evolved.

Thats right. We didrt set out to make a film about the Overnight campaign. We set out
to make a film about the Teamsters. We actually shot a lot of stories. There aré$undre
of locals across the country, each with their own interestinggtsignd courageous

acts but once we met John Murphy, the director of organizing, Vizecethat we had a
good character in him. And as the story started unfolding, it just beszalig that we
decided to focus it. And it represented a fundamental problem in America tottesy



lack of American workergight to organize. That premise also grew out of learning from
the film, we didnt set out to make a film about the right to organize; it just became the
predominant thread.

How and why did you hook up with Barbara Kopple [Harlan County, USA]?

| ve worked with Bebara for a nunmdr of yeas. We met whenwas hired as a i
producer on a tdevision gecial that shewas executive producing. And | had always
admired and respected her and her work andyamyg women documentary
filmmakers dream is to work ith her. | wagortunate enougto get that job ahwe just
clicked on a numbref levels, so tontinued to work h her after thia

What did you learn from her?

| learned lbfrom Barbaraprimarily tie importance afollaboration inifmmaking; its
not one person that makes a documentary. There as tetidesagythis film was
directed byso and so, thayade the film,but it s definitelya collaborationNot just
between the filmmakers but between also the fiimmalard the subjects theg
filming.

| learned about the importance of building relationships vatir gubjects that are real. |
dont think you ca just go into a sitden with an ageaha, youre going to swapeople
and youre going to get one thing. 1by go in and youe curious about peopkelives

and their stories. | learned a lot from these incrediblyrageous people, | was inspired
by them and felt a closeness to them that was real and that will continueateylife.
Thats an aspect of making documentaries that bring the stories to life inthatéye
audience canoninect with them.

| also learned how critical persistence is in documentaries. Nevarddke an answer.
Even when youe really, really tird and you feel you have to ¢p bed, stick it out
because thingsappen at the mosairprising of momets. You need to bgersistent to
stick with it.

Where did you find your major obstacles?

There were a couple of areas. One was Jim Hoffa. We reatlied to get a better
understand of who he is becauseskan important part of the TeamsseUnion. And, of
course, the legacy of his father remains segrein every way. But bause of what
happened with histher, hes very protetive and protded, and with reson. So it was a
real challenge to try and get some foetagth him where he was a little bit more open
and a little bit more real, you know, those real moments. It actua#int until a year
and a half later of being around and proving ouallyy to the film, not to him or the
Union, but to the filmand the subject that we finallydid get an intefiew with him in
his home where he was relaxed.



The most critical area in the making of the film was spending a lot of time with the
strikers. At first, the strike is called and everyone is excited anlikié the beginning of

a football gameeverybog comes outeady to goAnd as time went gnhe days =5

into weeks and the weeks pass into months, it was important for us to remain as present
as we possible could, given the constraints of money, of coursaugel think that the

more time we spent on the picket line, and that diglways mean we were shooting, the
more our relationship with the strikers evolved. The longer | was with these people, the
more | was de to capture thesacrifice. here were a laif 4am wake-upatls to hit

the picket lines before the trucks started coming out. | think that made a déferenc

mostly becase we were womeamong a lot of nme so it was importdrio earn their

respect. If all the guys wemeeting in the lobby of the hotel at 4am, we had to be there

at 3:45 because we had to be ready to shoot. And the more times that happened, the mor
they were like these aréiust some girls, theye tough, they can hang with us.

Another obstacle was getting access to Overnight, and thainight have noticed, we

never completely overcame. When we set out to cover it once ihbexatrike, we

thought it would beeally inteesting to coveit from both perspives. How does a

union approach a strike, how do the strikers deal with it, and then how does the company
deal with it. So getting the access to Overnight was one of the biggkstgés to find

what was going on inside the company that could parallel the kindedsathat we were
getting to the @amsters. But weere repeatly denied tht access. Aftecountless

attempts and pleading, we finally got the CEO interview saw in the film. We were

given an hour with him versus many hours with the Teamsters. That was fruditating

we overcame it ithat we were athst able to inctle that perspaee in the film.

That lack of access certainly worked against them in the film.

We kept telling them that. We said if you dotell us your side, is going to be very
difficult for us toconvey it. Wesent letter aftdetter sayng it s really impotant to
understand where theg coming from and that means more than an hour-long interview
with your CEO.

You didn t end up interviewing the workers who crossed the picket line, how come?

The major olstacle to nterviewing the workersvho decidedo continte to work through
the strike was that they were told not to talk to us. So theynwaeforthcoming
because thelyad the fear ofagting in troubleor losing their jbs if they spke to us.
There is that one scene in Long Island wHeorge confronts Lenmyho left the strike
to go back and we were glad to have gotten that exchange.

Why did you choose titles over a voice-over narrative?

| think because of my training with Brra Kopple and because she was producing the
film. She historickly has not usé voice-over in ér films so the le@ng was to not usé

When youre reading the text and you see that it gives the information, we saw that it was
a technique thatould work. The ral reason is oftewhen there is aanrator in a film



you feel that the narrator is tellingywhat to think and how to feel. And we wanted the
viewer to decide how they felt and what to think and we tlidant to be telling them

the story, we wanted the story to tell itself. Sometimes wbengyert to a narrator, you
use it to tell parts of the story that otherwise can be told through the crear8oteve
wanted to let the characters tell as much of their story as possible. Wesedliext out

of absolute necessity. When we were screening it with peoglthay didnt understand,
we asked what would make you understand and decided the past ged that
information acres was to write it dow We didnt want to have that%person voice in
the flm ard whos voie woud it be?

Did you look for a woman, such as Hope Hampleman, for another perspective, or was it
a coincidence?

In the begnning, we met the leade's and she was ae d the Chicago leadess. | cant say |
was looking for a woman to cast. But | knew the minuteet her she was someone that
was not only ging to be a ga film charactebut someone whoasg a real figlar. It all
just started comintpgether and it s unscripted. Weigt found her anche grew into
the role that she took.

What about the other members of your production team?

| worked with two great assaciate producers who were working with Barbara already,

Tania McKeown and Mary Woods. The cinematograpkiesten Johnson, had worked

with Barbara and me before and was with me all the time so we collaborated in field, and
our very téented editor Bb Eisenhardt.

Since American Standoff is your first feature-length documentary, what did you learn
from this extended form?

| think that one of the differences is the obvious, which is the amount of footage, we had
hundreds and hundreds of hours of footage and the process of editing was much more
complicated and challenging than | had ever expeztkriovas lucky becauseB

Eisenhardt had edited feature-length films before. He screened almgdhawgiand |

had previously eliminated some of the storylines bee@ur eyes were bigger than
stomachs.

He taught me a t@bout the structa of a ninetyminute film, becase you rdly need to
have a lot of different elements than if y@utelling a ten-minute story. And during
shooting, there were a lot of decisions that you make because got just there for the
quick hit, youre there for théong term. And thamakes some thisgeasier but theis a
lot more pressure. There was a lot more pressure to making aminety film for

HBO than anything ¢ done before!

What would you do differently?



It s funny, I thought that evetyne | would watch the film | would have a regabout

this, or wish this was in there. But the first time | saw it on the screen (it premiered at
Sundance with an audience) it all came together for me lzanklinever looked back and
thought, | wish tha scere were n there. And | thought that woud hagpen beausel m

sort of that way but it didn | think that we, as a team, did everythingosald have

done to make the best film we could have made.

| think in the beginning, | would have paid more attention to the manual whatecba
which we learned after a few months of shooting. Color correction was angotikad

not had that much experience shooting and although Kirsten Johnson was the
cinematographer, in the beginning we coul@fford to have someone. There was a lot
of it where it wasyst me and John Murplalay in and daout and Wwas learning to

shoot as we went. Before the strike was called, | bad pr what was supposed to be a
day in Boston to film this one conversation, so | just brought a beklgpal the
equipment and it turned into almost two weeks.

What kind of response did you receive after screening the film?

It was really positive. All the audiences haverbesally responsive to the issues that
were raised in the film. Everyone wants to know, how is it that these labor laws work,
how can a company violate workerghts that much without ever having to pay any
consequences. And people really responded to Hope and iMiklma so is great when
theyve been able to hbere with the auences.

When did the film air on HBO?
It premiered on June T@&nd aired throuwput June. All the Teasters saw it.

Are you doing outreach with this film? For example, are union and labor activists using
it in their activism?

Leading up to the broadcast we had a number ofrsog=ein a bunch of cites that were
organized bylobs with Justice, whicke worked with wite making the fin also. Its a
grea national organization that hasaffiliates in hundredsof cites acrass he caintry.

We would get the word out about the broadcast and also have outreach screerm@ng whe
either I, or a member from Jobs with Justice, or John Murphy, or someone would be there
to have a questicend answer sessi following the sreening. Nowhat the film is

broadcast, in trying to vork with a numberfaifferent goups, including Jobsith

Justice, to work on getting the film out there further, to labor groups and colleges and
universites. The otreach aspeds new to ne so were developng more of a sategy

now.

How many screening have you had so far with Jobs With Justice?



| d say 5 to 8 screenings. Theara surprising number of labor film festivals, which are
really great because the people wieiaterested in labor films are also interested in the
issues. Weve been in three of those and we have another two coming up.

Besides the specific labor audience what kind of audiences are you trying to reach?

| think that people are also using it as a learning tool. What can we learwirat went
wrorg hee, anl whd canwe learn fom wlat went right?

The best respons¢hat weve had have beeat non-labor fih festivals wherpeople
who where uninterested in the labor movement were moved by it dizé that they
really had the wrong impression of unions. Students are a good audenause they
dont learn about thisral certainlynot about the humaside of it.

What s your next project?

The film I m working on now is something very differentsla historical film about

Toots Shor who was a famous personality in NYC and his restaurant thrived in the forties
and fifties and became a was sort of meriub where people like Joe DiMageo and

Frank Sinatrarad Jimmy Hoffehung out. Everpresident from 140 through the 70ste

there and knew Toots but so did mob bosses and supreme court justices and often at the
same time. | have passion for this story because Toots Shor wpamijather and

because | tal to take my wrk a little too seously and ths way | @t a chance tolia

about booze and sports and learn about my family.

Since | finishedAmerican Standoff, | ve started mpwn film companyalled Catalst
Films and Im hoping to develop more social justice films to tell the untold stories and
continue that line of filmmaking.m also developing some projects related to the
juvenile justice sstem and the progms that are wking for them andhose that aren

So I m developing mpwn ideas and talkg to people ahd their ideas.



