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Tale of two scripts
 M onths after “Goonies” 

was released, Clark wrote to 
Spielberg . 

In a letter dated Dec. 
13, 1985, Clark asked the 
famous fi lmmaker  for either 
fair compensation or evi-
dence that “The Goonies” 
was conceived before Clark 
submitted his screenplay. 
No response came from 
Spielberg .

Clark met with  Leonard 
DuBoff, a Portland attorney 
who specializes  in intellec-
tual property law, in early 
1986. Clark faced formi-
dable  obstacles to bringing 
a lawsuit, the attorney told 
him.

For one thing, Clark didn’t 
have thousands of dollars for 
the attorney’s retainer.

For another, Clark said 
he  registered “Golden Ven-
tures” with the Writers Guild 
of America West, but he 
hadn’t registered the copy-
right with the U.S. Copyright 
Offi ce.

This, Clark believes, was 
his big mistake. Although 
any work put in a tangible 
form, like a script, is auto-
matically protected by copy-
right, the creator cannot 
enforce that copyright in lit-
igation unless it is formally 
registered.

What’s more, since Clark 
didn’t register the copyright 
before the alleged infringe-
ment, he wouldn’t have been 
able to recover attorney’s 
fees and statutory damages.

Finally, DuBoff reminded 
Clark in a follow-up letter 
that, to successfully sue , he 
would need to prove sub-
stantial similarity between 
his work and Chris Colum-
bus’ screenplay, and that the 
fi lmmakers had access to his 
work.

“In your case,” DuBoff 
wrote, “it would be quite 
diffi cult to establish sub-
stantial similarity since you 
indicated that the ‘Goonies’ 
movie apparently embodies 
many of your ideas, rather 
than your actual work.”

To determine substantial 
similarity, a court would look 
not just at whether “Goonies” 
mirrors  the setting (Asto-
ria), general subject matter 
(kids, a treasure map, gold, 
villains ) and broad themes 
(perseverance, facing fears, 
coming of age ) as “Golden 
Ventures,” but whether, say, 
specifi c characters seem cop-
ied. The court would also 
look at whether a  viewer 
would perceive “Goonies” 
as having been clearly lifted 
from “Golden Ventures.”

Over the next few years, 
Clark corresponded with 
John  Schulman, War-
ner Bros. vice president 
and general counsel. The 
exchange continued sporad-
ically before Schulman told 
Clark that no one at Warner 
or Amblin reviewed a script 
called “Golden Ventures.” 

In his fi nal letter to Schul-
man in 1988, Clark wrote:

“(T)he striking similari-
ties between ‘Golden Ven-
tures’ and ‘Goonies’, and the 
timetable of my submission 
and your production, leaves 
little doubt that the one led 
to the other. Without ‘Golden 
Ventures’, ‘Goonies’ would 
never have been made. Two 
scripts could not have inde-
pendently been written, in 
such a time frame, each 
about a group of children in 
Astoria, Oregon, who come 
into possession of a treasure 
map, and their subsequent 
adventures fi nding it while 
being pursued by a gang of 
offbeat criminals.”

DuBoff noted in an inter-
view with The Astorian that 
claims like Clark’s are not 
uncommon.

“We get contacted by 
people at least once or twice 
a year saying, ‘We wrote 
this in this book, or this in 
this article, and somebody’s 
copying our article or book 
or piece of music or the like,’ 
only to fi nd out that it’s sim-
ilar but there’s a separate but 
independent creation, and 
that’s not an infringement,” 

the attorney  said.

Interesting documents
This part of Clark’s story 

is unclear, even to the people 
involved.

Clark has  what he 
believes are copies of inter-
nal Warner Bros. documents 
related to “Golden Ventures” 
that he obtained in the late 
1980s. He is unable to prove, 
however, that the documents 
actually came from the enter-
tainment company . 

Clark and his then-wife, 
Beverly Champlin, had an 
acquaintance in Friday Har-
bor, Washington, who had 
worked as a writer and direc-
tor for various producers. 
Clark’s understanding is 
that this person received the 
documents from someone 
at Warner Bros., who dug 
them out to be passed along 
to Clark.

When The Astorian 
reached out to this acquain-
tance, he remembered Clark, 
but did not recall doing him 
this favor. However, he con-
fi rmed he knew people who 
worked in Warner Bros.’ 
story department, and said 
he couldn’t imagine Clark 
getting the documents from 
anyone else.

One document was  
dated Dec. 24, 1985,  days 
after Clark sent his fi rst let-
ter to Spielberg.  A ddressed 
to Schulman and stamped 
“EYES ONLY,” it contains 
a brief summary of “Golden 
Ventures”:

“Three pre-teenaged kids, 
CARL (11), PAUL (11), and 
ROXY (9) set sail into a 
Washington river to fi nd bur-
ied treasure. But the treasure 
island turns out to be a drug 
smuggling drop point, and 
once the kids fi nd their trea-
sure ($20 gold pieces bur-
ied after the depression), two 
drug smugglers move in to 
steal their fi nd. When it looks 
as if the kids are about to 
be killed for their gold, they 
make a break for it, a break 
that turns into a sea chase, 
as the kids attempt to navi-
gate their wooden sailboat 
back to their Oregon home. 
In the end, Carl is wounded, 
but the kids manage to get 
away with their gold, and the 
smugglers are arrested by the 
Coast Guard.”

Another set of documents 
contains a longer synopsis 
of Clark’s script, along with 
commentary.

The reader compli-
ments Clark’s “solidly writ-
ten screenplay,” includ-
ing his realistic depiction of 
children and their dialogue, 
but notes, “this story seems 
to be too small to gener-
ate a wide box-offi ce inter-
est and would, perhaps, be 
better suited for cable sales, 
especially Disney Channel’s 
Wonderful World of Disney 

series.”
The recommendation: 

Pass.
Clark admits he doesn’t 

know the signifi cance of the  
documents — who saw them, 
which employee uncovered 
them, and whether they sug-
gest the “Goonies” team had 
access to his work.

Warner Bros. did not 
respond to The Astorian’s 
requests for comment .

Kevin Jones, the War-
ner Bros. story analyst cited 
in the documents, is now an 
associate professor at the 
University of North Caro-
lina School of the Arts. He 
said the documents look 
authentic.

But Jones said the docu-
ments suggest Warner Bros. 
didn’t review the script until 
after “The Goonies” came 
out.

He said claims that movie 
studios stole people’s ideas 
“happen all the time.”

“Any time you have a 
successful movie, it seems to 
attract people, and on some 
occasions it’s been proven 
that there have been some 
questions,” Jones said.

Clark said his script was 
less sophisticated than “The 
Goonies” and his charac-
ters less savvy than the ones 
in the movie . Both tales  rely 
on well-worn kiddie-fl ick 
tropes — and, as the alleged 
Warner Bros. reader notes, 
“Golden Ventures” offers 
“rather heavily cliched drug 
smugglers.”

But, Clark said, “Golden 
Ventures” had more 
innocence.

“Mine was pretty down-
home. The kids weren’t 
nearly as smart-mouthed and 
all that, you know? I was try-
ing to be nice.  I was thinking 
Disney, I think,” he said.

By the early 1990s, Clark 
— divorced with two kids 
and working odd jobs after 
selling his business, Port-
land Sailing Center — had 
grown discouraged with 
the fi ght for his work to be 
acknowledged. Knowing it 
was unlikely he would ever 
be able to collect any money, 
he chose to move on.

“I cannot devote my life 
to a lost cause, you know?” 
he said. “So I fi nally let it go 
with the idea, ‘OK, well, my 
child didn’t live for me, but it 
lived for somebody else. I’m 
glad it lived somewhere.’”

“That’s the attitude I had 
to take to live with it with-
out becoming embittered,” 
he added. 

Others remember
After Clark’s children got 

out of high school, he left 
Friday Harbor and became a 
kind of vagabond, spending 
years on the road in an old 
van and, later, an RV.

As he traveled the West, 
he kept his correspondence  
with Schulman and DuBoff 
and the alleged Warner Bros. 
documents. But, while reduc-
ing his possessions, he tossed 
his last copy of “Golden 
Ventures.”

“I saw the thing again, 
and I thought, ‘Oh, I gotta 
give this thing up for good,’” 
he said. “I suppose I was 
despondent or depressed, or 
just disgusted, so I just threw 
it.”

“It was a memory I didn’t 
want to live with anymore,” 
he said.

Why did Clark keep the 
other documents but not 
the script itself? “I have no 
idea,” he said. “They may 
not have been in the same 
place, or they weren’t taking 
up very much room. Or … I 

don’t know why.”
Not having the script, he 

realizes, is a huge hurdle for 
anyone looking to validate  
his story.

But people from his past 
remember  the script’s exis-
tence, including his neigh-
bors at the time he said he 
wrote it in the winter of 
1980-81.

Clark lived on a small 
boat in Harbor One, a marina 
near Portland International 
Airport. Between dropping 
students off for school in the 
morning and picking them 
up in the afternoon, he had 
time to write. The script was 
partly a way for Clark to dis-
tract himself: In the months 
prior, he’d broken up with a 
girlfriend, his dog had been 
run over, and his mother had 
fallen ill.

“I could see this long win-
ter coming, and I wanted 
kind of a project to get my 
mind off things,” Clark said.

A married couple, Doug 
and Tina Jones, lived in a 
houseboat a short distance 
from Clark.

Clark recruited Tina 
Jones, who was studying 
accounting at Portland State 
University, to type up the 
screenplay. Tina remembers 
the typing, but not the con-
tent; transcribing Clark’s 
longhand was a mechanical 
process, she said.

But Doug Jones, the 
moorage’s handyman, 
remembers discussing the 
plot with Clark in the cabin 
of Clark’s boat — the boat-
ing sequences in particular.

For example, Clark’s 
young protagonists search 
for the treasure on an island 
in Willapa Bay, Washing-
ton, then hop into a boat to 
escape the criminals en route 
to Astoria.

Clark would bounce an 
idea off Doug — a former 
Coast Guardsman with inti-
mate knowledge of the Wil-
lapa Bay and Columbia 
bars — who gave feedback 
on whether the action was 
plausible.

“He would write, and then 
he’d say, ‘Well, what do you 
think about this?’” Doug 
Jones recalled . “We were just 
working out the details of 
getting the kids to the island 
and off the island,” he added.

Doug Jones never saw the 
fi nished product, but remem-
bers how Clark felt when 
rejection letters and returned 
scripts started arriving in the 
mail.

“He was devastated,” 
Doug said. “It was a big 
blow.”

After “Goonies” came 
out, Champlin, who was then 
Clark’s girlfriend, directed 
him to DuBoff.

Clark and Champlin have 
a rocky history, but Cham-
plin vouches for the screen-
play. She called it “an abso-
lute road map” to “The 
Goonies.”

“With a few variations, 
it was very similar,” said 
Champlin, who has since 
remarried and is a dep-
uty court clerk at San Juan 
County Superior Court.

She views Clark’s expe-
rience as a cautionary tale of 
what happens when artists 
don’t protect their work.

“To me, it was like: Who 
writes something like that 

and submits it without copy-
righting it?” she said.

In the 1990s, Clark skip-
pered a boat for San Juan 
Excursions, a tour and 
whale watch company out 
of Friday Harbor. He told the 
 “Golden Ventures” story to 
Lynn Danaher, the compa-
ny’s owner, who read Clark’s 
screenplay.

“I honestly believe 
George should have gotten 
credit for it,” she said. “He 
should have been paid.”

Art and adventure
Clark grew up on Toma-

hawk Island in the Colum-
bia River and worked for his 
father, a gyppo logger. He  
describes himself as a wild, 
undisciplined kid who basi-
cally skipped high school. 

At 16, he stole a Cadil-
lac — his own car was in the 
shop — to drive his friends 
and their dates to a wedding, 
but the owner didn’t press 
charges.

To keep the incident 
off his record, Clark said 
he enlisted in the Navy in 
1955 at age 17. He took two 
cruises to the Far East, with 
stops at Hawaii. He said he 
was honorably discharged in 
1959. “I think, in a way, they 
kind of straightened me out a 
bit,” he said.

For a decade, he worked 
toward a bachelor’s degree at 
Portland State, but took time 
off to explore the West Coast 
and  Europe, he said. Before 
graduating in 1969, he pub-
lished two one-act plays 
in the university’s literary 
magazine.

Afterward, in San Fran-
cisco, Clark frequented cof-
fee shops and befriended 
aspiring thespians in the 
North Beach neighborhood. 
The city’s music, literature 
and Beat infl uence fueled his 
artistic streak.

For much of the ’70s, 
Clark lived in Galice, near 
Grants Pass, alternately 
working as a gold miner on 
an old claim and as a white-
water river guide on the 
Rogue. In southern Oregon, 
he joined the Barnstormers 
Theatre and wrote, produced 
and directed a one-act farce.

Clark has also freelanced 
for several newspapers, sail-
ing magazines and other 
publications.

Now 80, he lives in Gold 
Beach in an RV park with 
his red heeler, Dusty. He’s 
in a recreational gold min-
ing club, The New 49ers, 
based in Northern California. 
 H e self-publishes novels and 
enters his work in screen-
writing contests — making 
sure to copyright them.

“The Goonies” has cast 
a shadow over Clark’s life, 
but only recently did he learn 
that the movie , a pillar of 
’80s pop culture, is among 
the most durable draws in 
Astoria.

In a way, Clark is grate-
ful that with “Golden Ven-
tures,” he may have contrib-
uted something special to the 
world — that his creation, if 
it was an infl uence  for “The 
Goonies,” had a life of its 
own beyond anything he 
could have imagined.

“I’ve talked to peo-
ple who say, ‘Oh yeah, it’s 
my favorite movie! I know 
‘Goonies!’’” he said.

Writer: ‘I cannot devote my life to a lost cause, you know?’
Continued from Page A1
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George Knight Clark with his dog, Dusty.

A letter George Knight Clark said he sent to Steven Spielberg in 1985. See more documents 

referring to Clark’s screenplay online at DailyAstorian.com
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