





IT IS A MONDAY evening and Singleton, dressed in his uniform of jeans and
a polo shirt, is sitting in a window booth at a seafood shack off the Pacific Coast
Highway in Malibu. During the next week, I will spend several days with him
trying to learn just how easily he bridges the chasm between showbiz and the
*hood. In a few days he would meet up with an actress to discuss a new project
before dashing over to a power lunch with a Lionsgate film executive. Then he
would fly to Pittsburgh to shoot additional scenes for Abduction. But right now
what he wants to talk about is sailing. Singleton rccently spent two and a half
days cruising the Channel Islands and can’t wait to push off again. “John’s
attraction to water has been very extreme as of late,” says actor/singer Tyrese
Gibson, a longtime friend. “I mean, he’s out there sailing when it’s cold, when
it’s hot. He’s on the water, like, every day. I call him and I can hear the wind in
the background. He’s on his boat.”

For months, Singleton has been taking lessons in long-haul sailing and will
proudly show off his book stamped with certifications from the American
Sailing Association. He looks forward to boating to different countries onc
day, maybe even crossing the Pacific. “Sometimes you just want to escape,”
he explains while digging into a plate of fried fish. “On a boat, there’s no rush
to get anywhere. You have a course, you look at the elements; the ocean and
the waves are all around you. It’s great.” As he talks, his voice is flush with
excitement. He grabs one of the two phones he carries (one is for “people I
don’t want to talk to”) and pulls up a photo of himself leaning hard behind the
giant wheel of a sailboat, his brow serious. “Look at this,” he says. “How "hood
is this right here?”

Don’t let all the posturing fool you. He may be a badass, but friends and those
who work closely with the dircctor will tell you he also can be a compassionate
gentleman. Many refer to him as “family.” On his movie sets, Singleton fosters

given three years’ probation, and ordered to make a short film on domestic
violence, the result of which is the 15-minute Drama, featuring Henson.

It was dealing with that kind of turmoil that led Singleton to file for and gain
custody of four of his children between 2005 and 2006. He has six in total with
five different women and is currently in a relationship with his infant’s mother.
The child he does not have custody of lives in Ghana with her mother, actress
Akosua Busia (Nettic in The Color Purple), to whom he was bricfly married.

“T was a single dad for a while, which was humbling,” says Singlcton. “I
spent a lot of time taking my kids to the library. It was a big diffcrence
between being a weckend dad and a full-time dad, having to cook spaghetti
or tacos. My kids are like, “Why we having tacos again?’ I never had to
worry about grocery shopping [when] I was a bachelor.”

He laughs about it now. “When I got my kids full-time, they drove me so
crazy I could’ve made a movie about that sh--. I wanted to throw them out
the window. I was like, This is harder than whatever!” Singleton says he
felt as if everyone was against him—the baby mamas, his own mother, who
accused him of being vindictive—but like almost all of the stories he tells,
this one is about him conquering the odds. “I just wanted to raise my kids
myself,” he continues, “so that whatever they become they become because
of my influence, not because I sent a check. My career was secondary to
raising these kids. See, now I’'m a true success,” he says, tapping the table
for emphasis, “because my firstborn is in college. My second-born is in one
of the most prestigious boarding schools in California. I never wanted to
be one of these successful people whose kids turn out to be f---ups. That’s
99 percent of people in show business. I said, ‘I’'m going to live by my
word.” Now all the mamas are happy, like, “‘Wow, what you’ve done with

“THEY WERE GOING TO MAKE A CORNY MOVIE. | WANTED TO DO AN
'80S ACTION PICTURE, A MAN’S MOVIE LIKE THE DIRTY DOLZEN.
THEY JUST MADE A MESS.”

an inviting, collaborative atmosphere while maintaining a laserlike focus. One
minute he’s wisecracking with someone from the crew who wants his blunt
romantic advice (Seript supervisor: “John, what does it mean when a man
says you’re devious?” Singleton: “It means he wants to sleep with you”), the
next he’s standing by the Technocrane operator as actors rehearse, cuing
the complex camera movement that will capture the gravitas of the scene. What
makes John great, says Abduction producer Lec Stollman, is “he just gets film,
gets people, and is good at connecting the dots. He can look at a story on the
page and know how to translate it to a 70-foot screen. Really great filmmakers
have that gift. It’s not something you can teach.”

Lately, though, Singlcton hasn’t been translating much of anything
Abduction is his first movie-directing gig in six years. The hiatus turned
out to be anything but a vacation. “I had a couple big movics go down,”
he says, slightly peeved. “I was on The A-Team for a year before I left
because they were going to make a corny movie. I wanted to do an ’80s
action picture, a man’s movie like The Dirty Dozen. They just made a mess.”
Another projeet, Tulia, with Halle Berry, stalled when the star learned she
was pregnant. Then there was a Tom Clancy movie, Without Remorse, that
never made it out of development.

He’s also had some personal issues. In 1999, the director pleaded no contest
to one count of battery. He claims nothing actually happened and that his
daughter’s mother was angry because Singlcton wouldn’t let her take their
child during his weekend “so she could get into a kid’s celebrity birthday
party.” Asked if he has any regrets, Singleton says, “No, because I didn’t
do sh--. We argued in front of my house, and the next day she went and
[told the police], ‘He jumped on me.’” Singleton was issued a $300 fine,
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them.” Because they’ve never seen no man do that stuff. Even my mother
never saw a man do that.”

AT NOON THE NEXT DAY we meet up at the barbershop (the guy who
shaves his head “was in jail with Mike Tyson”) and drive to Baldwin Hills, a
wealthy black neighborhood overlooking South Central Los Angeles. This is
where Singleton lives, on a cul-de-sac, in the modest four-bedroom home he
purchased in 1990. Much of the original furniture remains. His upstairs office,
where we’re sitting now, looks like it was never decorated. The coffee table in
the middle of the room is covered with sailing paraphernalia, and in the corner
there are boxes of comic books. “That’s just this year,” he says when asked
about it. He slides open a mirrored closet door to show boxes of comics stacked
to the ceiling. “I’'m pretty much a geek,” he later tclls me.

Growing up, Singleton was smaller than most kids and wore glasses, so he often
would have to prove to kids that he was someone to be reckoned with. “I had
that L.A. mentality,” he says, sitting behind his desk. “You puff your chest up
like you bigger than you are so that you become what you want to be.” That
mind-set served him well when he was trying to break into Hollywood. As a
student at USC, Singleton was called into a mecting with Columbia Pictures
chairman Frank Price. The studio was interested in his Bgyz script, which
Singleton had insisted on directing. The story goes that Price asked, “What
would you say if we wanted to pay you $100,000 to take the script?” to which
Singleton briskly replied, “I’d say that’s the end of this meeting.”

Of eourse, Columbia agreed to make the film with the first-time director. Casting
started almost immediately. Singleton already knew he wanted Laurence Fishburne
to play the dad—the two had met while Singleton was working as a PA. on
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Pee-wee’s Plaphouse—and the character of Doughboy was written for Ice Cube,
who had given Singleton a ride home from a party one night. The remaining
actors (Cuba Gooding Jr., Morris Chestnut, Nia Long) all came from the first
casting session. The movie, budgeted at $5.7 million, was shot on a hurried
schedule, but the big gamble paid off. When Bgyz premiered at the 1991
Cannes Film Festival, it received a 20-minute standing ovation and went on to
gross $100 million worldwide.

Last year, when the spec script for Abduction sparked a bidding war, directors
lined up to take the film that would launch Lautner’s career as a leading man.
From the start, the producers say Singleton’s name was at the top of the list, in
large part becausc of his knack for eliciting strong performances from young
actors. Singleton and Lautner talked about what it was going to take to show
the star, perceived as a pretty boy, in a different light. “T told Taylor, “The first
time you get smacked, all the girls will go [mock scrcams] and the guys are
going to go, ‘Yeah,’ because guys think you’re this good-looking kid. You got all
the girls. They’re jealous. But by the end the whole audience is going to be with
you.” When Taylor saw the movie like that he said, ‘Okay. I get it.””

Singleton looks at the clock: time to go. He is taking me to USC, where he’s a
guest speaker at a naming ceremony for the John Williams Scoring Stage. Years
ago, he and Williams, the legendary composcr, worked together on Rosewood.
The other two speakers, Steven Spielberg and George Lucas, are childhood
idols turned friends. In fact, it was a biography on Lucas that inspired Singleton
to go to film school. Now he’s sitting in a large conference room inside the
School of Cinematic Arts’ main building, flanked by Lucas and Price (the man
who green-lit Boyz), discussing the commercial prospects of Lucas’ new film
about the Tuskegee Airmen.

“There’s a huge audience out therc that wants to see an action picture with
young black males in it, even if it’s a period movie,” Singleton says. “It’s really
Star Wars with P-51 Mustangs,” Lucas explains, prefacing his comment by
noting that the movie isn’t a “woe-is-me tale” about the black expericnce.

“Right,” Singleton says. “As long as it’s marketed right and it doesn’t feel like

a history lesson, people will flock to it.”” Getting up to grab a glass of water, he
gives Lucas a reassuring pat on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, you’ll show em.”
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After the ceremony we grab a quick bite, then head to New Deal, the production
company Singleton founded in 1989. The offices are located in Leimert Park,
the arts center of black L.A. As we talk, Singleton shows me around. He’s still
buzzing from the event. While speaking, he reccived a big laugh from his story
about meeting Williams (it had to do with the composer’s insight into “the
souls of black folks”). On the way back to his seat, a smiling Singleton playfully
tapped Spiclberg on the chest. “Top that!” he said.

Being around those guys clearly inspires him. “Man, T got a lot of work to
do,” he says. New Deal is where Singleton plans out and casts his movies. The
3,000-square-foot space is in stark contrast to the state-of-the-art facilities at
USC, whose buildings were modeled after old Hollywood studios. The film
school is pristine. New Deal is rugged; the windows have iron grilles, and the
couches in the screening room look like they were bought at a thrift store. The
whole place has a lived-in feel. “I like it here,” he says. “I’m close enough to be
influenced by normal things.”

In his second-floor office, two script coverage letters from Boyz are on display.
One, from Columbia Pictures, is a glowing report. The other, from Orion
Pictures, is a scathing attack: “The script fails on every fundamental, technical
level.” Singleton tells me he tries to keep all of his script coverage, good or bad.
1 ask if he’s ever learned anything useful. “No,” he says. “They don’t know.”

Several years ago, when the director sought financing for Hustle & Flow, a
movie he wanted to produce about a pimp who tries to make it as a rapper,
he was shot down by every studio in town. “John was pissed,” recalls producer
Stephanic Allain. “He was like, ‘F--- ’em. I’'m gonna show them!” And he did.”
Singleton bankrolled the film, which cost about $3 million, out of his own
pocket. “We went to Memphis and in 24 days shot the hell out of that movie,”
Allain continues, “took it to Sundance, and then all the people who said ‘no’
were in one room saying ‘please.’ John sold it for three times what he paid for
it. It was brilliant.”

Hustle & Flow, directed by Craig Brewer and released in 2005, went on to
win an Oscar for Best Original Song, and there’s talk now of turning it into
a Broadway musical, one of many projects on Singleton’s slate. He’s also
developing a miniseries for Epix about the first black government agents. But
the project that makes his eyes twinkle is another *hood movie he’s already
written that would reteam Gibson and Henson. I got to do something for the
folks soon,” Singleton says. “There are hardly any black films outside of what
Tyler Perry is doing, and even with his success, he can’t hold it down on his

own.”

The year that Singleton arrived on the scene two decades ago, there were
19 films by black dircctors. “[That period] was great,” Allain says. “And the
range of flms was interesting, everything from Menace II Society to Eve’s Bayou.
It was ‘n’ to be black and a filmmaker.” Singleton credits his buddy Spike
Lee for Hollywood’s sudden (but temporary) open-door policy toward black
filmmakers. “I never would’ve directed a movie a month out of film school if
it wasn’t for Spike’s accomplishments,” he says. “Spike was saying exactly what
needed to be said. He made things easy for me. I didn’t have to say I was going
to hire a bunch of black people; I just did.”

BACK AT THE HOUSE, Singleton plops down on the living room couch and
powers up the flat screen, raising the volume to a level that’s more suitable for
nursing homes. An underwater documentary plays. “This is the lab,” he says,
the same room he was holed up in years ago when he was the toast of the town.
A few of his directors chairs are positioned against the wall, and DVD cases are
everywhere: in bookshelves, on chairs, spread out on the ottoman with Netflix
envelopes. Singleton, who is schooled in the classics, watches at least 10 movies
a week.

He checks to see what’s on, and while searching the listings he notices that
Poetic Justice is about to start and turns to the channel. Normally, he skips his
own movies on TV, but it’s been ages since he’s scen it, so he wants to watch







