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Living just minutes from New York City, there’s not one day when I haven’t encountered a
manhole leading down into the sewer system. Sometimes, I see smoke coming out of one, or
hear noises, mostly a train passing through—and I’ve become fascinated by the idea of who or
what might be lurking underneath. As children, many of us believed the sewers were ruled by
the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles—but I think they were really conquered by the Cannibalistic
Humanoid Underground Dwellers, better known as C.H.U.D.s.

Filmed in 1983 and released beginning in late August 1984, C.H.U.D. is a throwback to the
monster movies from the 1950s. As the story opens, strange things are happening in New York
City. The homeless have been disappearing; citizens walking their dogs or taking their children
home are becoming the latest subjects of missing-persons reports. Police captain Bosch
(Christopher Curry) begins to investigate with the help of The Reverend (Daniel Stern), who
runs the local homeless shelter. After finding instruments used to measure radioactivity in the
sewers and checking out photos taken by fashion photographer George (John Heard), Bosch
comes to believe there’s a cover-up led by his superiors and Wilson (George Martin), who
works for the Nuclear Regulatory Commission.

Wilson, under pressure, confirms that the culprits are C.H.U.D.s—homeless people in the
sewers who have evolved thanks to dumped nuclear chemicals into monsters with glowing eyes
and an appetite for human flesh. Amidst a power struggle between the authorities, and with a
lack of food underground, the C.H.U.D.s leave the sewers to prey on the upper-dwellers.

Made for $1.25 million and grossing a little over $4.5 million, C.H.U.D. is a considered a cult
classic by many horror and sci-fi fans. The audio commentary on Anchor Bay’s DVD provides
information about what occurred behind the scenes, often in very funny ways. C.H.U.D. was
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created by Shepard Abbott, who came up with the title at a party with actors John Heard and
Daniel Stern. The three of them brainstormed the movie, for which Abbott wrote a very rough
draft—since he had never written a screenplay before—and it was passed on to producer
Andrew Bonime.

Bonime, not satisfied by the script or Abbott’s subsequent rewrites, fired him and gave it to
writer Parnell Hall. Stern and Heard were unhappy about this, and what Hall did with the script.
Having already agreed to work for scale plus a percentage of the profits, Stern and Heard
decided to rewrite 50 percent of the screenplay themselves and ad-libbed most of their
dialogue. Also, they refused to work on the film unless actor Christopher Curry and director
Douglas Creek were hired. After a hellish preproduction, Bonime agreed and C.H.U.D. was
born.

Having rewatched it for the first time since my youth, I never realized how non-horrific C.H.U.D.
really is. It’s not scary. We don’t truly see the monsters until the film’s last act, and it moves
slowly in order to develop the characters somewhat and explain (with more expository dialogue
than probably necessary) what’s going on. Still, though it might turn off modern horror fans, it’s
a fun homage to those creature features past that told their stories in similar fashion. Plus, it
doesn’t try to push its message about the state of the environment, and the politics behind it, to
the point where it becomes annoying. It’s a satisfying political satire that also happens to be a
sci-fi/horror film. Works for me.

The main reason to watch C.H.U.D. today is to spot all the familiar faces before they were
recognizable. In addition to Heard and Stern (who were already fairly established at the time),
you can see BRAZIL’s Kim Griest, John Goodman, Jay Thomas, HOME IMPROVEMENT’s
Patricia Richardson, TV veterans Sam McMurray and Eddie Jones and others before they
became part of the pop-culture lexicon. It’s like 90 minutes of screen trivia right in front of your
eyes. And they all do a good job in the acting department as well, which is a plus.
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C.H.U.D.’s legacy continues to this day: Episodes of THE SIMPSONS and ROBOT CHICKEN
have used C.H.U.D. as a punchline, bringing the nostalgia with the funny. There’s a website
called CHUD that covers horror-related things. And, of course, there was the in-name-only 1989
sequel C.H.U.D. 2: BUD THE CHUD, which is truly horrible and should be avoided at all costs.

The Anchor Bay DVD contains the uncut version of C.H.U.D., restoring scenes that were
missing in the theatrical and television versions. Notably, a scene involving the Greist
character’s pregnancy has been reinserted—even though this subplot never goes any further,
making one wonder why it wasn’t included separately as a deleted scene instead. Still, the
ending is put back in its proper order (having been rearranged by New World for the big-screen
release), leaving the film more self-contained instead of open for a possible sequel. At a low
price, the disc is worth buying if you’re a fan, or curious about C.H.U.D.’s cult status.

While not a monumental horror/sci-fi hybrid, C.H.U.D. is still a piece of ’80s horror nostalgia that
deserves its following. The script is straightforward, the acting and direction are solid, and
looking out for those actors before they hit it bigger is a fun activity. Dealing with a C.H.U.D. in
the sewers may be rough, but watching their exploits is definitely worth the trouble.
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