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A Bigger Boat 
 
“There is no greater agony than bearing an untold story inside you.”  ~Maya Angelou  

“And the day came when the risk to remain tight in a bud was more painful than the risk it took to blossom.”  ~Anais Nin   

"Alone we can do so little, together we can do so much."  ~Helen Keller   

“You’re gonna need a bigger boat.”  ~Chief Brody/Jaws 

 
In the house in which I grew up, my bedroom had ocean blue carpet. My earliest memory of that room was being 
terrified of stepping on that carpet. I would wake up, peer over the edge of my bed, and look at that blue floor and then 
call out for one of my parents to carry me to the hallway. 

My fear of that blue carpeting is perfectly rational: I thought a shark would come swimming out from under my bed 
and eat me. That is because, soon after moving in to that new house, at the ripe old age of eight, I watched, for the first 
time, the movie Jaws.   

Summer blockbuster movies are nothing new to you students (Avengers and Jurassic Parks and The Incredibles!), but the 
original summer blockbuster was Jaws, in June of 1975, with long lines of people circling city blocks, waiting to buy 
tickets. Jaws became and still is a pop culture phenomenon and is the seventh-highest grossing movie of all time 
(adjusted for inflation), punctuated by perhaps the most memorable theme music in any film, the eerie duh, duh.   

While the impact that Jaws had on me - paralyzed in my bed, afraid of my carpet - may have been in the extreme, I am 
not the only one who felt the intensity of that film for years, and in fact Jaws was blamed for drops in tourism to beach 
destinations for many summers afterwards.  While The Meg and other shark films try in vain to find the same success, it 
is Jaws that set the standard and remains a milestone in American film. 

Jaws holds a special place in Lourie family lore. We are Jaws fanatics, captivated by the film itself, yet just as much by 
the making of the film, with a near endless list of challenges and unanticipated obstacles. That Jaws was ever 
completed, let alone that it became a blockbuster, is a remarkable story in and of itself, and after watching a 
documentary on Jaws this summer, I realized that the story of Jaws provides all of us valuable lessons as we all think 
about the promises and possibilities of the school year ahead.  

The story of the making of Jaws is about taking risks. Most of the attention surrounding Jaws focuses on its young 
director, Steven Spielberg. Spielberg is the most successful director of all time, with a list of films that includes E.T., 
the Raiders of the Lost Ark films, Jurassic Park, Schindler’s List, Saving Private Ryan, and many more. But it was Jaws that 



 

 

made these possible; as Spielberg said, it “gave me the freedom to make any movie I wanted to make.” But that 
freedom came only because of the courage to take bold risks back in 1974. Hollywood studio executives took the first 
risk by hiring Spielberg to direct, just 27-years-old and with two forgettable and unsuccessful films to his name. To put 
this highly anticipated project, based on the bestselling book, in his inexperienced hands was a huge gamble. And 
before the cameras rolled, Spielberg took a huge gamble of his own: determined to capture the rugged reality of the 
ocean, he insisted that Jaws be filmed on location rather than in a studio. So cast, crew, and equipment moved to 
Martha’s Vineyard in May of 1974 to film in the frigid springtime waters off of New England’s coast. We may say now 
“what creative brilliance!” and the studio heads may now claim ”we knew Spielberg was a genius!” but no one was 
saying this is in 1974, as the 55-day shooting schedule grew to 159 days and the budget tripled, studio executives 
second-guessed their choice of director just as Spielberg second-guessed his insistence to film on location. Yet despite 
the doubts and the doubters, they saw these risks through, regardless of the setbacks. 

Because of these setbacks, the story of Jaws is about finding success from failing forward.  Or for our fourth graders, 
about finding the fortunately in the unfortunately! The most famous failure, or unfortunately, during the making of 
Jaws was the mechanical shark itself, [affectionately] named Bruce by the cast and crew. Bruce the shark was central 
in the original conception of the movie, beginning with an intense opening scene in the waters off the coast of Amity 
Island. Yet there was one problem: Bruce, the mechanical shark, didn’t work, and on his first day of filming, Bruce sank 
to the bottom of Nantucket Sound like a leaky boat full of bricks, leading one crewmember to say, “We saw our shark 
dive to the bottom of the sea . . . and there went our careers.” So what to do when you have a movie about a shark . . . 
and the shark doesn’t work? Pick up and head back to a Hollywood sound studio? Nope, instead Spielberg seized the 
opportunity to fail forward, turning what looked like an insurmountable obstacle into a milestone moment in American 
cinema: he began filming a movie about a shark without the shark. In the final cut of Jaws, the audience does not see 
the shark until 80 minutes into the film. Spielberg’s bold, creative improvisation (with his own humble hat-tip to 
Hitchcock) defined the film, as the audience’s anticipation of the shark became its most intense element. When Bruce 
sank, this 27-year-old director could have returned to the safe bud of a Hollywood film lot and no one would have 
blamed him. But dreamers like Spielberg find it too painful to be tight in that bud, and therefore he instead took the 
risk to blossom. 

And he blossomed because the story of Jaws is about someone having your back. Spielberg garners most of the 
attention for Jaws’ success, but he relied on others, calling the film “one of the most collaborative I’ve ever been 
involved with.” A largely unknown example of this was one of the producers, Richard Zanuck. Zanuck was the on-set 
liaison to those studio executives back in Hollywood, constantly fielding panicked phone calls about schedule overruns, 
the ballooning budget, and sinking sharks. They were having grave doubts and wanted the film moved back to L.A. so 
that they could control their renegade director. I was struck to learn that, while Zanuck took these calls throughout 
the filming, he never told Spielberg about them, wanting to be a source of support and not a deliverer of doubt. 
Spielberg was already wracked with stress and worry; he expected to be fired at any moment. And that is where 
Zanuck, known for being a “director’s producer,” became such an important, albeit unknown, lifeline to his young 
director, protecting him from the doubters and naysayers. When you dare to take a risk and inevitably begin to 
question yourself, depend on others as you bob in rough seas of self-doubt. We all need our own Richard Zanuck, even 
sometimes an entire cast and crew, to provide us support as we dare to dream, discover, and explore. 



 

 

Which leads to what is the essential lesson from Jaws: the film succeeds so famously because it is not really a story of a 
shark that terrorizes a small, coastal town. (Sorry!) The shark is merely incidental, as Spielberg proves during those 
first, shark-less, 80 minutes. Jaws is a character piece, a story about three very different, incompatible, and as we all 
are, imperfect people, who are thrown together, unexpectedly and unwillingly, and are forced to rely on one another as 
they face their fears and confront together a seemingly insurmountable challenge. Brody, the new police chief of this 
island town who just happens to hate the ocean; Hooper, the young, cocky oceanographer who dispassionately 
considers the shark a scientific specimen; and Quint, the Captain Ahab of the tale, who sees the shark as his personal 
nemesis and the hunt as his opportunity for redemption and revenge. The best scenes in Jaws are when these men have 
the courage to “bear the untold story inside each of them.” Over the course of 124 minutes, Spielberg deliberately and 
hauntingly reveals their hidden stories to us just as he slowly reveals the shark. It is in these hidden stories that each 
man reveals his humanity, building trust that at first seemed impossible among these very different men, but they 
realize will be essential in their hunt for the shark.   

The most famous line of the movie, just after Brody sees the shark for the first time, and, stunned, he mumbles to 
Quint: ”You’re gonna need a bigger boat.” Like the movie, this brief (and ad-libbed!) line of dialogue says more than it 
seems. They surely needed a bigger boat to take on the shark, and also a bigger boat to carry the heavy baggage that 
Brody, Hooper, and Quint brought along with them on this quixotic quest. Not dissimilar to the heavy baggage 
Spielberg and cast and crew brought to the frigid waters off of Martha’s Vineyard, with the same slim odds of success. 
Jaws stands apart because of the humanness of the three main characters and of those behind the cameras, a 
humanness we can relate to, Jaws endures because all of them looked past their differences and banded together to 
accomplish the improbable and make movie history. 

So heed Spielberg’s lesson during those first shark-less 80 minutes: don’t pay so much attention to the shark that you 
miss the real treasure that lies buried in the story, that “alone we can do so little, and together we can do so much.”  

I wish all of you a year filled with the eagerness to take risks, the courage to fail forward, the generosity to give and 
take support, and the thrill of breaking out of our bud and blossoming brightly and magnificently.  
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