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Steve McQueen:  
The Man & Le Mans

The year was 1970. Steve McQueen
was the King of Cool – the biggest

movie star in the world with box office
giants like The Magnificent Seven, The

Great Escape and Bullitt behind him. He
was on the top of his game. It was his

moment to make the movie that he had
always wanted to make: a movie about
Le Mans, the most exciting and

dangerous competition in racing. 

Driving was his drug of choice and
it was high octane. McQueen
wanted to make a movie that
was authentic; he wanted to

capture the danger and the essence of
racing. He didnt̀ want a romantic
storyline. Maybe he didn't even want a
storyline; maybe he just wanted to
capture what it was like to race. 

The making of this movie saw his life
unravel: he lost his wife, his production
company, and control. The documentary
“Steve McQueen: The Man & Le Mans”
charts the chaos of what happened when
ego combusted on the racetrack. 

His then production company, Solar
Productions, had signed a six-picture deal
with Cinema Center Films. They had
invested $6 million in the movie Le Mans –
the largest budget ever for a McQueen
film. This film meant more to him than any
other. The documentary shows how
everything went wrong; scriptwriters were
hired and fired, budgets were blown. 

McQueen blamed the meltdown on
everyone else. Director John Sturges, with
whom he had made The Great Escape,
walked out in frustration saying, "I am too
old and too rich to put up with this s***”. 

They had hired real racing drivers to

drive the circuit. Drivers raced for glory
and excitement more than money in that
era, when racing was dangerous and sex
was safe. Derek Bell, who had won the
classic 24-hour race five times driving for
both Ferrari and McLaren, says in the
documentary, "We are being paid $200 a
day to drive amazing cars in a film starring
Steve McQueen; seemed like a pretty
sweet deal." Which soon soured when
one of the drivers, David Piper, had a
crash and lost his leg. 

The McQueen dream was fast
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becoming a nightmare. It was doomed
from the start. His assistant, Mario
Iscovich, now a successful Hollywood
producer (The Princess Diaries, Runaway
Bride), was 20 at the time and had
worked with McQueen for about a year
when he arrived in France. We talked 
on the Disney lot in Los Angeles where 
he has his office. 

In what way was the making of Le
Mans a turning point in McQueen's life?

"I think he was trying to make the
ultimate car racing film of all time.
Something that was real, something that
had never been done before. But some
very dramatic things happened. He was 
in love with automobiles. He’d always be
buying some classic car or be involved in
restoring something. He did not get
serious about actual racing until about the
time I met him. I was 19 when I started
working for him; I had been involved in 
car racing and drag racing in high school.
When I met him it felt like a kismet
moment of my life." Iscovich's eyes
twinkle on reflection.

In the documentary, McQueen's son
Chad talks about how, at eight years old,
he became addicted to cars too, and
says, "Motor racing is the strongest drug
in the world." Chad became a driver until
a near-fatal crash.

Iscovich concedes it is addictive. "It
was certainly true of Steve. There is a
sensation – and it is an addictive
sensation – of the power you feel. You feel
all this power underneath your hand and
feet; it is tremendous."

McQueen was 38 when he made this
movie. All he had to do was walk in the

street to feel the power of adulation. He
was the biggest star in the world.

"The power of adulation and the power
people wanting to go to bed with him is
very different to the power of driving a car.
He was a very simple person. To an
extent he liked the fame, he had an ego,
but at the same time he sought refuge
from it. He was a superstar and a simple
person who liked to have a beer and talk
cars, and hang out with the race car
guys." In the movie he drives a racing
Porsche 917 against his main rivals'
Ferrari 512s. 

Iscovich recalls when he arrived at Le
Mans where a production base camp had
been created. "It was an empty parking
lot, a kind of place where you would
envision the circus coming to town. It was
by the track where they created a camp –
a giant tent for food and bathroom
facilities. There were three writers' trailers,

each one contained a writer pounding
away, but there was never a completely
finished script. The scripts were always
being changed, turned upside down; this
didn't work, that didn't work, so already 
it was very disjointed."

One of the scriptwriters was the highest
paid writer in Hollywood, Alan Trustman,
who wrote The Thomas Crown Affair and
Bullitt. In the documentary he describes
how he always gave McQueen a mantra
to go on set. No matter what the director
said, he should recite the mantra.
Trustman created these cool characters
with this mantra: "I decide what is right
and wrong. I don't have to explain it to
anybody. I like women but I don't trust
them because they can hurt me. I won’t
pick up a fight but if you pick a fight with
me, I will kill you." 

With this mantra Trustman created
McQueen's famous cool, but McQueen



didn't want his race driver to be this
person so he fired Trustman, who fell from
being the highest earning screenwriter of
the moment to hardly ever working in the
business again. 

Iscovich says, “I remember the mantra.
Steve was the very natural kind of actor,
he is playing a character in the movie but
he is playing himself. He wanted to
appear natural. 

"There were so many people involved in
the picture after Sturges left and so many
different opinions; the movie was no
longer his vision." 

The money had completely run out.
There was still no script and there had
been a terrible crash. Cinema Center
Films forced him to sign away control of
the film. Iscovich says, "I think he lost it.
He went mad in a way. He was trying to
create perfection, yet what they were
trying to do was scene-by-scene, very
disjointed. There was no real rhythm, and
no one in the editing room could make
sense of it all. 

"He was trying to evoke the smell of car
racing and capture moments of its purity.
This became an obsession and that is
what caused everything else to fall by the
wayside. He had a false priority. I did not
think he ever took up producing again;
this is the movie he wanted to be in
control of from beginning to the end, 
of every detail."

Iscovich shakes his head in despair. 
"He had a very able producer in Bob

Relyea. He was a smart guy and had
already worked with Steve on The Great
Escape. They formed the company –
Solar – and they were going to control
everything, but everything disintegrated.

Everything fell apart."
Their firm friendship ended and they

didn't speak again. McQueen's 15-year
marriage to Neile Adams also ended. We
are told his trailer was never empty. "There
were plenty of women: he was a
handsome guy, and he had a magnetism. 
I don't remember exactly how many
women a week he had, but it was more
than three and less than 12. And his wife
Neile, who was a very cool lady, knew about
his indiscretions before he ever got to Le
Mans, but they were deemed to be minor
and she was willing to let them go. But Le
Mans changed everything. It was more than
his indiscretions, it was his personality; his
behaviour was erratic, all over the place,
nothing mattered, only his obsession and
everything else could be discarded." 

Neile told him that she too had had an
affair and he was devastated by this news,
because she was the only solid thing in his
life. Iscovich says, "I don't think he realised
what he had lost and when he did, it really
scared him. In the documentary they talk
about how he acquiesced all of a sudden
and how they got him to tow the line and
do what he was told. This was because he
was broken. His marriage was falling apart
and his movie was falling apart, everything
disintegrating around him. He was afraid of
his reputation in Hollywood disintegrating.
He was afraid of a lawsuit because he was
supposed to act in the movie and do
certain things within the requirements of
the budget and when the movie went out
of control financially he was in breach of
contract. It was a huge electrical shock. 
It was a huge budget for a movie – the

equivalent today would be around $200
million – and it was all spent. It is a very
contained movie, not a lot of locations. 
It was all about the racing, the cars."

McQueen was already destabilised by
the murder of his friend Sharon Tate. She
had invited him over that very night but at
the last minute he didn't make it. He later
learnt he was number one on Charles
Manson's hit list. 

None of McQueen's personal
relationships were holding up and it
would be the last time that Iscovich
would work with McQueen as their
relationship too crumbled.

From the very first day Iscovich arrived
in France he was, he says, drawn into a
“big cover up". McQueen had taken out
his co-star, Elga Andersen. He was driving
a Peugeot sedan. "It was nothing fancy,
but he was driving it like a race car. She
was a cool lady; I met her that evening
when I got in the car with them. We were
in the middle of the French countryside
and he crashed the car. I broke my arm
and I had to say I was driving it; they got
out with a few bruises. 

"I was taken to hospital in a nearby
town. I was bruised all over. When I came
out I went to stay in a hotel to recuperate.
Steve came over and said, 'What are you
doing here?' I was just trying to get some
rest, but Steve went into paranoid mode
and said I was lying around there waiting
to sue him. 'You better come in
tomorrow,' he said. And this was when he
went into this paranoid mode that was to
stay with him for the whole movie."

Years later Iscovich ran into McQueen,

TheNationalCOLLISION

REPAIRER18 SPECIAL REPORT – STEVE MCQUEEN – THE STORY

specialReport
STEVE McQUEEN – THE MAN & LE MANS – CONTINUED

RM AUCTIONS IN MONTEREY CALIFORNIA, 
WILL BE REMEMBERED AS THE PLACE WHERE
THE RECORD FOR ONE OF THE MOST EXPENSIVE
AMERICAN CAR EVER SOLD AT AUCTION. 
STEVE McQUEEN’S FORD GT40, USED IN THE
1971 RACING CLASSIC, LE MANS WAS SOLD AT
AUCTION FOR $11 MILLION. THE BUYER
REMAINED ANONYMOUS.



who was fat with a big beard for his
role in the movie An Enemy Of The
People. "He was happy to see me and we
went to see Apocalypse Now. It was a bit
like being his assistant again because all
of a sudden I had to go to the manager of
the Pacific Cinerama and ask if we could
be sneaked in through the side door. He
wanted me to come back and help him
with his museum of cars, but I was on 
a different path. 

"He called me from time to time and
when he became ill he asked me to visit
him. He had bought a ranch near the
airport at Santa Paula. He was married to
Barbara Minty by now. He had an old
airplane there, and old cars, motorcycles,
Coca Cola machine and old signs. He
looked awful and he said, 'Come walk
with me.' 

"He told me, 'They said I got cancer.
The doctor can't do anything for me and 
I am going to die. I am going to Mexico as
they have some treatment there. I found
Jesus. My heart is in Christ, I have a lot of
faith.' And then he said, 'I need you to
forgive me for all the pain I caused you.' 
I said it is fine; it is in the past. I was
shocked that he was saying this because
he meant the time he physically hurt me.
Not just in the car accident, where he
broke my arm because he was driving, but
around that time I told him I was quitting,
that I could not put up with him anymore.
He grabbed me by the shirt and started
shaking me like a puppet and my arm was

still broken. And then he
punched me really hard, just
above the breast. 

"I fell into the couch and
tipped it over. It nearly flipped
like a cartoon. I was hurt and

offended, but most of all hurt. He accused
me of trying to have sex with a girl he was
having sex with and that I was messing
with his property. But I did not do
anything with that girl. She went to take a
shower and I gave her one of his brand
new t-shirts. He had boxes of t-shirts, and
he thought I had slept with her. 

"Those days of filming hadn't gone well
and things were disintegrating. He
punched me and that is when I said I was
quitting. And he said, 'I will make sure you
will never work in this business again.' But
I had already forgiven him and we had
become friends. He grew up with some
level of religion, although I never saw him
going to church. But when he got sick he
was searching for answers. There were no
good answers but he became mystical." 

McQueen contracted a rare form of
lung cancer, pleural mesothelioma caused
by asbestos. When he raced he would
wear a mask that contained an element 
of asbestos. It could be that the thing he
loved most killed him. 

Iscovich disagrees. "Most likely, the
place where he got the infusion of fibres
into his lungs was when he was in the
Marines working in the boiler room. They
had lots of asbestos there surrounding the
boilers and the pipes. Although it could
have been in the masks. It could have
been both."

Iscovich was marked forever by his
encounters with McQueen. He prefers not

to think of him and how he looked that
day but prefers to remember him full of
life, driving his Porsche. 

"He loved that Porsche. It was a 911S,
grey. Sometimes he would make me drive
him in it. It was a terrific car, but I was on
pins and needles driving his car. He would

look at every nuance of my shift.
He would criticise me if I was a
100-rpm too much. It was
difficult to drive him with my
broken arm but at the same time
I was thrilled to get in that car. 

"I would say if you've got to
criticise me why don't you
drive yourself and he would
say, 'I got to think about my
day, I can’t drive.' Prior to Le
Mans he was a really cool
guy and he was a lot of fun.

After it he became paranoid, difficult."
What did Iscovich learn from McQueen

and from the experience of making Le
Mans? "You have to realise that in making
a movie there is a lot at stake for a lot of
people. And for some people what is at
stake is very difficult for others to
understand. It is pretty easy for people to
get wound up and to go off the right path.
What I have learnt as a producer is I try to
help them get back on track. Working on
that film, the greatest thing is I learnt to
anticipate problems and nip them in the
bud. Nobody did that in Le Mans."

Does he still love cars? "I drive a Prius: it
is how I temper myself. If I get into any kind
of high performance car I find it difficult to
contain that inner spirit, and energy of the
past, of wanting to drive fast and wanting
to do what the car is designed to do. So 
I temper myself by driving the world's most
boring car. When I was working for
McQueen I had many traffic citations for
speeding and I had my license taken away.
Now I have none. There is no place for
racers in the streets any more. You need 
to go to the track. You don't want fast and
furious cars on the freeway jeopardizing
everyone. The time is not right, so I don't
need that car." 
This article was commissioned by The
National Collision Repairer magazine.
Editor: Steve McQueen was a true
movie legend and he really did love
motorbikes, cars and racing cars.
Apparently making the movie Le Mans
soured him on motor racing for life! 
I am looking forward to seeing the
documentary when it is released over
here. In the meantime, get out a copy
of Le Mans if you have the opportunity
– a great movie about car racing!
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