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Gervais pushes comedy envelope
a little further in ‘Life’s Too Short’

Stephen Merchant,
Warwick Davis and Ricky
Gervais, from left, in
“Life’s Too Short,”
premiering tonight on
HBO.

                                                                                                                                                      HBO

B y   N E A L   J U S T I N
Star Tribune (Minneapolis)

I
n a hilarious scene from the new
series “Life’s Too Short,” Liam
Neeson botches an improvisational
exercise with writing partners Ricky
Gervais and Stephen Merchant by

trying to mine AIDS, stomach cancer and
famine for comedy gold.

Merchant finally finds the courage to
suggest to the deadly serious actor that
such subjects don’t lead to laughs.

Neeson points to Gervais.
“Then how does he get away with it?”
In the episode, which airs Sunday on

HBO, Gervais simply shrugs. In person, he
makes it clear that tackling taboos is
something to which he gives a lot of
thought.

“We’re not trying to be outrageous for
outrageous’ sake. That’s too easy, it’s
childish and pretty pointless,” he said. “But
you do have to go as far as you can to
explore comedy. The job of a comedian
isn’t just to make you laugh. It’s to make
you think, as well. I shouldn’t have to, but I
think I can justify everything that I do.”

Not everyone agrees. Gervais seemed
harmless enough in 2003 when his BBC

“You . . . have to go as
far as you can to
explore comedy.”
— Ricky Gervais, “Life’s Too Short”

Please see Gervais page B6
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A new TV tribute to Bernie
Mac airs tonight on Comedy
Central.

Special
fetes
Bernie
Mac

B y   R I C H   H E L D E N F E L S
Akron Beacon Journal

C
omedian and actor
Bernie Mac died in
August 2008 from
problems related to
inflammatory lung

disease, and it’s still hard to
believe his voice has been
silenced.

As is evident in a new TV
tribute to Bernie, it was a
gruff voice, sometimes
accompanied by an
intimidating stare. But it was
also one capable of th
e tenderness he
demonstrated on his Fox
sitcom “The Bernie Mac
Show” during its 2001-06
run.

And, apparently, in life. “I
Ain’t Scared of You: A
Tribute to Bernie Mac,”
premiering tonight on
Comedy Central, contains
affectionate and often funny
testimony to Mac’s skills as a
comedian and a person. It
comes from Bernie’s wife
Rhonda McCullough and
their daughter, Je’Niece;
“Bernie Mac Show” co-stars
Kellita Smith and Camille
Winbush; Steven
Soderbergh, director of the
“Ocean’s Eleven” movies in
which Bernie appeared, as

well as co-stars Don
Cheadle, Andy Garcia and
Carl Reiner.;

The comments are
augmented by clips of
Bernie performing, including
the Def Comedy Jam
appearance that produced
the line in the documentary’s
title, and a voiceover of
Bernie that appears to be
from the audiobook version
of his print memoir “Maybe
You Never Cry Again.”

In fact, if you have not
read the book yet, I’d
recommend it as an
important companion to the
TV special. It offers far more
detail about Bernie’s
struggles on his way to
comedy success. And it adds
to the special’s stories of how
race slowed Bernie’s career.
With just an hour to tell its
story — about 41 minutes
when you take out the
commercials — the TV
tribute will leave many
viewers wanting more.

Of course, people who
knew Bernie want more, too:
Soderbergh says he had
been looking for a project to
star Bernie, and Rock still
has his fellow comic’s
number in his phone.
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VOICE OF THE WHALES
Moss Landing marine biologist kept media briefed during ‘Big Miracle’ rescue

B y   A M Y   E .   W E S T
Herald Staff Writer

S
ince the late 1980s, a
lecturer at Moss
Landing Marine
Laboratories has
told his students an

unbelievable tale of a
dramatic rescue at the top
of the world. Now
Hollywood is telling the
story.

Jim Harvey, the lab’s
interim director,
participated in the gray
whale rescue depicted in
the film “Big Miracle,”
which hit theaters this
month. The movie portrays
the efforts to save three
juvenile whales trapped in
an ice floe, cut off from
their migration route, in
Barrow, Alaska. The above-
and below-surface saga
brought together Inupiats,
scientists, oil companies,
environmentalists and the
Russian and American
governments during the
Cold War.

In fall 1988, Harvey was
busy with postdoctoral
work at NOAA’s National
Marine Mammal Labratory
in Seattle. On one of those
fall days, his supervisor,
Santa Cruz native Dave
Withrow, walked into
Harvey’s office with a
proposition: “You 
want to go to Barrow?”

The scientists, tasked
with correcting inaccurate

media coverage of the
trapped whales, were
perfect fits for the two-week
mission. Harvey was an
experienced tagger who
spent time with gray whales
in Mexico, and Withrow
was a seasoned traveler to
that part of Alaska.

They arrived on the
scene nearly a week after
the whales were spotted by
a local Alaskan who found
them poking their
barnacle-covered bodies
through a 15-foot hole. The
youngest whale had since
died. And with the recent
arrival of donated
chainsaws, the ice was a
flurry of activity as rescuers
cut breathing holes for the
animals.

The whales, late to
migrate to warmer

southern waters, were not
in great shape.
Unaccustomed to such
cold temperatures and ice,
their skin began cracking
and bleeding.

The extraordinary
attempts to break an
ice-free path and persuade
the whales to follow —
efforts that included
Russian icebreakers, a
hover-barge, a tractor with
screws and a Greenpeace
activist hoping to lure the
animals to safety with song
— drew worldwide media
attention.

And Harvey and
Withrow were dropped into
the fray. Helicopters
shuttled the two biologists
to and from the site, which
was several miles from
land. Although a hut would

eventually arrive, Harvey
spent a few nights on the
ice in temperatures well
below zero.

Harvey’s long days
usually involved standing,
monitoring the whales’
health, providing support
and advice to the rest of the
team, and giving numerous
press briefings to the
media.

“He just fit well in that
sort of fieldwork,” Withrow
said. “He’s a good guy to be
in the field, no matter
where.”

To keep warm, Harvey
and Withrow donned
cold-weather “bunny
boots,” multiple wool and
down layers and 

Jim Harvey, interim director of Moss Landing Marine Laboratories, has a whale of a story for his students.

                                                                    COURTESY OF JIM HARVEY

Journalists
record the
sounds from a
California gray
whale trapped
in an ice floe
near Barrow,
Alaska, in
October 1988.

Please see Harvey page B4

Film crew
endured
threats on
‘Border’

P
roducer/director
Barbara Martinez
Jitner and her crew
on the film
“Bordertown”

endured several hardships
during production —
including abductions, death
threats and stolen
equipment.

That’s because
“Bordertown” addresses the
issue of what Jitner terms the
“femicide” crisis in the
Mexican bordertown of
Ciudad Juarez, Mexico.

It has been estimated
more than 400 young women
have been raped and
murdered and often
mutilated since 1993. Despite
the difficulties, Jitner insisted
it’s nothing compared to
tragedy endured by the
families of the young women
at the core of her film’s story.

“There was a lot of
resistance to
the film,”
said Jitner,
who speaks
Wednesday
at CSU
Monterey
Bay’s World
Theater on
the situation
in Juarez.
“No matter

what I went through, it’s
nothing compared to what
the mothers of these women
who were killed went
through . . . They were
incredibly brave.”

Jitner’s presentation is
titled “Femicide at our
Border: To be a Woman in
Juarez is a Death Sentence.”
It begins at 7 p.m. and is free.

“Bordertown,” starring
Jennifer Lopez and Antonio
Banderas, was released
internationally in 2007 and on
DVD in the United States in
2008. Jitner served as the
film’s executive producer.

Lopez was approached
about the project by director
Gregory Nava. Jitner said
Lopez was eager to lend her
voice and celebrity to raise
awareness to the women of
Juarez.

“Jennifer was wonderful
throughout the film and
extremely supportive of the
women,” Jitner said.

Lopez was never under
any direct threat during
production of the film, which
was shot partly in Ciudad
Juarez. However, during the
first day of filming there her
assistant was abducted and
taken for questioning by
police. A cattle prod was
used to torture and
intimidate him.

He eventually gave police
the hotel and room number
where Jitner was staying.
Her room was ransacked
soon after.

While filming elsewhere in
Mexico, Nava found a dove
with its throat slit sitting on
his car. When the director
returned home to California,
he found another dead dove
in the door jamb of his home.

“It was intense,” Jitner
said.

The passion to finish the
project kept them on course.

It wasn’t the first time
Jitner has put herself in
danger to make a film.

In 2003, she went
undercover in a border town
factory to film working
conditions for young women
hired on assembly lines.
Armed with a spy camera
hidden in a pair of eye
glasses, Jitner was shocked
by what she witnessed.

“The factories ran around
the clock, and by the time
the women get in there, the
heat and the smell, it’s
unbelievable,” she said. “It
did not have any proper
ventilation, especially
considering we were

If you go
➤ ‘Bordertown’

director
Barbara
Martinez
Jitner speaks
at 7 p.m.
Wednesday
at CSUMB.

Please see Cabrera page B4
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Miller-Fields

Mr. and Mrs. Stephen Miller of Carmel are proud to

announce the engagement of their daughter, Sarah Miller

to Donald Fields, son of John and Maria Fields of

Seaside. The couple plans to marry in Pebble Beach, CA

on January 21, 2009.

Sarah and Donald are both graduates of Monterey

High School. Sarah attended Cal Poly San Luis Obispo

and is employed as a Marketing Coordinator in

Monterey. Donald graduated from the Culinary Institute

of San Luis Obispo and is president of a catering com-

pany in Carmel. The couple will reside in Monterey.
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other essentials provided for
the biologists. Many
members of the media were
pulled without warning from
covering the presidential
election, and arrived
underdressed. Harvey
recalled an odd collection of
reporters dressed in crisp,
brand-new gear purchased
days earlier from REI.

The native Alaskans, on the
other hand . . .

“They’d put their bare
hands in the water, and
seemingly operate without a
problem,” Harvey said.

Withrow and Harvey
played key roles in informing
rescuers about the whales’
behaviors, and advised
against such risky rescue
suggestions as dynamiting
the ice to bust past an ice
shelf.

Because the whales
refused to explore beyond
their initial breathing hole,
the new chainsaw-formed
openings started at 4 to 5 feet
apart to help them “blunder
into a hole,” Harvey said.
Spacing between the
openings eventually
increased after the whales
took interest in bubbler
machines meant to stir the
water and keep the holes
ice-free. The whales followed
the sound of the bubbler, and
after opening one hole, “the
whales were breathing within
that hole in a minute,” he
said.

Though Harvey meant to
tag the whales, government

officials decided the animals
had suffered enough
exhaustion and stress by the
time they were near the open
ocean. The tagging
technology at the time used
VHF transmitters, which
required planes to track them
within a 7- to 10-mile radius.
Adding more strain to the
animals may have resulted in
adverse consequences.

“There was such a huge
amount of interest in the
whales that I didn’t want to be
responsible for their death,”
Harvey said. 

The Russian icebreaker cut
the whales a choppy path to a
stretch of open water, and
from there they had a good
chance of making it, said
Withrow. None of the
land-based rescuers

witnessed the whales’ final
departure, and though some
claim to have identified the
whales later (nearly
impossible because of their
changing barnacle pattern),
no confirmation exists of their
escape.

Though the event could
have been portrayed as a
huge waste of money, Harvey
said, “A lot of people learned
about gray whales, their
migration patterns, and that
maybe every once in awhile
we do something positive.”

Ocean animals are trapped
in ice every year, and nature
normally takes its course.

“If news media hadn’t
picked it up, the whale would
have been harvested, or died
in that hole,” said Harvey.

Harvey has not seen the

movie, but his students tell
him the biologist roles were
cut.

Withrow watched the film
with hopes that it portrayed
events truthfully. But as an
observant scientist familiar
with the actual events, his list
of movie goofs is long. A few:
The movie cut NOAA from
the film, though it ran the
entire operation; no one ever
entered the water; and the
sounds played in the movie
were certainly not gray whale
vocals.

However, he said, “The
thing the film did do well was
talk about diverse groups
working well together.”

The movie, filmed in
Alaska over 10 weeks, stars
Drew Barrymore, Ted
Danson and John Krasinski.

Harvey
From page B1

                                                                                                                      Credit Bill Roth/Anchorage Daily News

Barrow residents carved breathing holes into the Beaufort Sea icepack of Point Barrow,
Alaska, during the two-week California gray whale rescue effort, which gained worldwide
media coverage in October 1988.
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working with very toxic
chemicals that would seal
the top of the products we
were assembling. We were
not given gloves. We were
not given masks. I was not
given any information on the
chemicals or any of the
hazards I would be exposed
to as a new worker. No one
had that information.”

Her experience was
documented in “La
Frontera,” a documentary
that was released as an extra
in the “Bordertown” DVD.

Several years after the
film’s release, Jitner
continues her quest to

inform the public of the
women of Juarez.

Last year, a victim’s
mother was gunned down in
front of a government
official’s home after hosting
a peaceful demonstration.

Jitner said as long as the
families continue to raise
awareness about the
situation, she will do her
best to support them.

“It’s a very dangerous
climate down there,” Jitner
said, “and I think that, sadly,
things have only gotten
worse rather than better.”

To read more of Marc
Cabrera’s thoughts, visit his
blog “The Beat”  at
www.montereyherald.com.
E-mail comments and
suggestions to mcabrera@
montereyherald.com.

Cabrera
From page B1

‘Bordertown’ director
Barbara Martinez Jitner
presents the lecture
“Femicide at our Border:
To be a Woman in Juarez
is a Death Sentence” at

7 p.m. Wednesday at
the CSUMB World
Theater.
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