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Four Feathers (Zoltan Korda, 1939) and Apocalypse Now (Francis Ford Coppola, 

1979) 

         
 

Colonel Kurtz                        C. Aubrey Smith 

 
We Brits know from reading Niall Ferguson1 that we were better imperialists than the Yanks 

are nowadays because we really believed in what we were doing. We knew our civilization 

was superior, knew it was our destiny to spread it over all the earth, and did so, therefore, 

with maximum conviction. When we went overseas we knew where we were going, and went 

to stay. We ate native, dressed native, bred native, and lived native – as long as our self-

evident superiority in every field wasn’t compromised by doing so. 

 The poor Americans can’t compete, because they won’t acknowledge that they’re in 

competition. So far from being proud of their empire, they deny having one. Their aim in 

going abroad is to return home as quickly as possible. When they go, they take their own 

food, their own video games, their own music, and their own language (a debased version of 

what used to be our language). They don’t go native, because they don’t know what that 

means, because in most cases they don’t know where they are. Most Americans don’t study 

the globe, don’t have passports, and don’t have enough history to understand even what the 

Declaration of Independence was. I remember during one terrorist scare (they pronounce the 

word “tare-ist”) a man was arrested on a domestic U.S. flight because another passenger had 

heard him muttering revolutionary words in some weird language. It turned out he’d been 

learning the Declaration of Independence off by heart. 

 The Americans really are in denial. I didn’t understand what “in denial” meant until 

recently a friend died of emphysema. I phoned another friend to tell him, and could hear on 

the line that he was smoking. “Hmmm … (puff) … what (puff) causes emphysema (puff)?” he 

asked. I was so shocked and scared I couldn’t answer. The chap was loopy. The Americans 

are like that about their Empire. They say they aren’t imperialists – they’re democrats, 

anxious to spread liberty and self-determination everywhere. 

 

–––––––––––––––––––– 

 

Four Feathers gives us a society where people know their place. Military manhood is at the 

top of the pecking pyramid. If a senior officer leaves a room, not only does the nearest 

subaltern open the door for him, but he stands to attention while the officer leaves. If the 

subaltern doesn’t, he’s stared at until he does. Women exist to give their husbands moral and 

emotional support. Servants are self-effacing. Elderly retired generals receive respect. If a 

fellow is passed over by his beloved for another, he doesn’t whine or bellyache, but takes it 

like a man. Wives, after all, are only for weekends and holidays – the army has primacy in a 

fellow’s life. 

 In the film, Captain John Durrance has been passed over by his beloved for the 

protagonist, Harry Faversham (John Clements). 

                                                 
1: Niall Ferguson, Empire (2003) and Colossus (2004). 
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 In such an environment a fellow who reads Shelley doesn’t fit in. Shelley was an atheist 

and a bit of a pansy-boy: long hair, open-necked shirt, that kind of thing. He didn’t like 

aristocrats, even though he was one himself, and disapproved of warfare (for the most part). 

He wasn’t one of us. Faversham reads Shelley at the age of fifteen. Where he got a copy in a 

house dominated by a man – his father – who thinks General Gordon was too weak to have 

been sent to the Sudan, is mysterious. Perhaps someone gave a copy to his late mother, and 

she was too polite to send it back, and just left it on a shelf. Anyway, as a result of reading 

Shelley, the boy’s lost all sense of who he is. Shelley undermines your sense of Britishness. 

The adolescent Harry feels the family portraits on the staircase are a threat to his identity. 

There’s no way in which he’ll carry their tradition on with pride. When he joins the army, 

after going to one of the best military schools there are, and the C.O. tells his regiment that 

they’re going to the Sudan to put the fuzzy-wuzzies in their place for murdering Gordon, he’s 

the only one who doesn’t throw his cap in the air and cheer. 

 It comes as no surprise when he goes to the C.O. and – standing so rigidly to attention 

that he’s arching backwards – resigns his commission. Three of his pals send him white 

feathers, and he plucks another from his wife’s boa to signify what he knows she thinks but 

won’t say. He claims they’ve discussed it, but it’s clear from her reaction that they haven’t 

discussed it enough. No Englishwoman can be expected to give moral and emotional support 

to a husband like him. 

 Harry’s cowardice is in fact a matter of his own assertion. He does nothing cowardly, but 

says something vague about the madness of the British expedition and his prior loyalty to his 

estate, which, he says, the family has neglected. The film’s failure to examine what he’s 

talking about here means that it lacks a dimension. However, we see that his self-image is 

created by his peer-group, not by his own conscience, and so, if they send him white feathers, 

he must, he knows, be a coward. Class loyalty is paramount in your self-evaluation. 

 The sequence in which his company marches off to the tune of The Girl I Left Behind Me 

is thrilling even in 2015. Zoltan Korda gives us a brief (too brief) travelling shot of them 

marching proudly, and then cuts to a static shot of Harry standing in the cheering crowd – not 

cheering himself. 

 It’s interesting that such a study of Englishness was directed by a Hungarian. Scored by a 

Hungarian as well (Miklos Rosza). But the script’s by R.C.Sheriff, and they don’t come any 

more British than him. 

 Harry goes to Cairo, and, showing superhuman courage from the outset, has himself 

branded on the forehead by a kindly Egyptian doctor. It takes four Arabs to hold him down. 

The brand will disguise him, while he seeks out the company, and his pals, down south in the 

Sudan. Why he can’t just re-enlist with them as a private isn’t said – but it would, obviously, 

lose the excitement and the ingenuity of his scheme, as well as being a bit undignified. What 

he plans to do when he reaches them he doesn’t say, but we can tell it’s bound to be heroic. 

 To disguise himself fully he should have his tongue cut out – that’s what the fuzzy-

wuzzies did to this tribe of people – but he’s confident that when they see the brand they 

won’t look in his mouth. 

 The doctor advises him, “… why worry? Be a coward, and be happy”. But this is an 

Oriental solution. “No, doctor,” he answers, Occidentally. “I was a coward, and I wasn’t 

happy.” 

 His first foray into the Sudan ends in failure, even though the film charts his journey there 

with great skill and technical sleight-of-hand. In his disguise (Clements in a false beard good 

enough to survive several duckings in water) he joins an army of porters employed to pull the 

company in dhows over the Nile Cataracts. None of the principals went to the African 

locations, but they scouted some English locations with sufficient sand and rock, and simply 

cut in the close-ups and medium shots, with body-doubles in Africa where necessary. 

 The shots of the Nile porters anticipate those of the fuzzy-wuzzies a few scenes later – 

they’re an anonymous, only partly-disciplined mass, with no individuality. Africans are 

interchangeable. In this they contrast with the Brits, who speak politely to one another, but 

move with terrific speed and unanimity. The fuzzy-wuzzies themselves are barbaric, jumping 

up and down monotonously by way of dance, and moving in huge undistinguished masses 
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when ordered to. They’re horrid to captured Brits – dragging them along behind their camels, 

flogging them and starving them. In their Oriental society, it’s clear, life is cheap. But you 

have to dignify them a bit, or where’s the kudos in defeating them? So for their leader, the 

Khalifa, you cast a British actor – John Laurie, then a distinguished Stratfordian (he’d just 

given his Hamlet and his Richard III), who ended up finally, as we all know, in the nostalgic 

Dad’s Army. He appears here in two thirty-second scenes. 

 

 
 

 Captain Durrance, who lost his beloved to Faversham, now loses his pith helmet on a 

scouting party, and the heat makes him go blind. Faversham intends to warn the company 

when they’re attacked (how he found them is hard to grasp), but is knocked out just as he’s 

about to do so, and wakes up after they’ve been defeated, lying over Durrance’s unconscious 

body. When Durrance comes round, Faversham stays mute, so Durrance doesn’t know who 

he is. In the film’s middle section, the love-rivals wander about the Sudanese landscape, 

“nothing but a blind man and a dumb lunatic,” but each – one can see – preserving his 

Britishness. It’s Waiting for Godot Act II, Reigate version. If only Korda had had the vision 

and confidence, this could have been a classic scene of disassociation and tragic farce. 

 

 It’s given lustre anyway by the fact that 

Durrance is played by Ralph Richardson – 

one of the greatest actors ever, able to 

suggest quintessential Britishness and total, 

bottomless derangement both at once – as if 

the two qualities were somehow linked. 

Richardson’s way of doing the blindness, 

then the denial (see above) of the blindness, 

then the slow acceptance of the blindness, 

and at last the despair over the blindness, has 

to be seen to be credited. He, rather than the 

sympathetic but workmanlike Clements 

(whom I always confuse with Michael 

Denison anyway), gives the film its human 

centre.  
 

–––––––––––––––––––– 

 

The most important shot in Apocalypse Now is the close-up of the shrimp salad to which 

Captain Willard is treated at Com. Sec. Intelligence at Na Trang, in the first reel. The 

Americans wouldn’t do anything as dumb as to go and eat at the nearest Vietnamese 

restaurant, after all. Anyway, they don’t have to, because they’ve brought everything with 

them, as usual, including the kitchen sink and the deep-freeze. Their aim, having zapped 
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Charlie, will be to introduce his orphaned children to the delights of shrimp salad; or, more 

likely, to Big Macs, to Coca-Cola, video games, heavy metal, reversed baseball caps, 

American Express, and Mickey Mouse t-shirts. Perhaps if they’re really brainy his children 

will be interested in the Reader’s Digest. Oh, and of course they’ll be democratic. They’ll be 

democratic, and with luck they’ll be surfers. 

 Colonel Walter E. Kurtz doesn’t share these, the aspirations and visions of his superiors 

back at base. He reads T.S.Eliot aloud. He reads the Bible, Jessie L. Weston’s From Ritual to 

Romance and Fraser’s The Golden Bough. He thus has complete poetic and anthropological 

understanding of his own deeds, and of his own fate. He’s an intellectual. He’s also “a man of 

wit and humour”. What the hell he’s doing in the U.S. army with such qualifications is not at 

all clear – but he is “third generation Westpoint” so maybe, unlike Harry Faversham, he 

couldn’t resist the call of the family tradition. 

 

 
 

 Had he been a man of the twenty-first century he’d certainly have read Neil Ferguson; 

but, in the sixties, it doesn’t matter, because he’s already intuited everything that Ferguson 

will have to say, and is acting on it. Without sacrificing his Americanness – indeed, with the 

result that he’s increased it, in terms of his power – he’s gone native. Like his role-model or at 

least equivalent in Heart of Darkness (or CP30 at the end of Return of the Jedi), he’s been 

elevated by the local tribesmen into a god. Admittedly, they’re not Vietcong, but Cambodian 

(Campuchean) Montagnards, so perhaps they take more readily to having a god rule them 

than Charlie would. Like Conrad’s Kurtz, he has a magnificent native mistress (you see her 

briefly in the last reel, just prior to his assassination). Severed heads and hanging corpses 

decorate the approach to his hideaway, of the kind Marlow sees at the HQ of the Congolese 

Kurtz: naked demonstrations of what his influence is, locally. 

 And – Kurtz is winning the war in his sector. Which no other American commanders are 

doing anywhere else. He’s winning the war, having dropped all pretence that he wants to 

democratise the place. With the result that the Americans want him dead. He’s gone too far 

(“He goes too far sometimes – he’d be the first to admit that,” says his Harlequin, by way of 

apology), and his “methods” are “unsound”. He’s showing the generals what they’re really 

there for, and what they’re really doing, and is, in short, giving Caliban his first-ever look at 

himself in the mirror. So he’s got to go. He’s got to be “terminated, with extreme prejudice”. 

The soldiers in the scene where this famous line is said (they include the young Harrison 

Ford) are all sweating with self-consciousness and stress as they frame ways of saying the 

unsayable. When the Belgian authorities in Heart of Darkness send Marlow to rescue Kurtz, 

perhaps they’re thinking the same thing but are also too polite – read too guilty – to say it. 

Anyway, it has the same effect. Kurtz represents the real face of imperialism. He’s shed all 

inhibitions and with them all hypocrisy. So, he must die. 
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 Captain Willard, Kurtz’s nemesis, is also a man who, like Harry Faversham, has always 

measured himself by the standards of his peers and superiors. He’s a total soldier – when last 

he went home, “The only time I spoke to my wife was when I said ‘yes’ to a divorce”. What 

the army has asked him to do, he’s always done: and the consequence we see in the film’s 

memorable opening sequence, in which he lurches, naked and stoned, around his hotel room 

in Saigon, drinking whiskey by the tumblerful and punching his own image in the mirror to 

try without success to relieve the guilt. When two soldiers come to take him to H.Q., he 

assumes by reflex that they’re there to arrest him – “What’re the charges?” Rather than obey, 

he falls back into his filthy sheets, and they have to shower and shave him forcibly – you can 

see they’ve done it before to other officers – to bring him back to himself again. The glazed 

expression which he wears from then on right through to the end of the film indicates that the 

self he’s grown into, as an army hit-man, is not one he’s happy with – but is still the one he’s 

lumbered with. He has no other self than this. 

 

 
 

 Life was never like this for Faversham, the Britisher, before Omdurman. For him, self-

alienation was not belonging in the army. For the Willard, the American, in Vietnam, 

belonging in the army is itself the worst kind of self-alienation. You’re living the truth behind 

someone else’s lies. 
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 Apocalypse Now has no fuzzy-wuzzies. “Fuzzy-wuzzy” is a phrase referring firstly to a 

Sudanese warrior’s hairstyle, but secondly and more importantly to the fact that, to the British 

soldier employed to kill him, the Sudanese warrior is not a person, but a humanoid blur. He’s 

out-of-focus. Killing a fuzzy-wuzzy doesn’t matter because there’s a verbal sense – easily 

translated into a moral sense – in which he doesn’t exist anyway. 

 The first view we get of non-fuzzy Oriental people in Apocalypse Now is achieved via the 

greatest edit in all cinema. It’s the greatest cut there is. Greater than the one from Peter 

O’Toole blowing the match out to the sunrise in Lawrence of Arabia – which precedes it – 

and greater than the one from the ball in Alexandria and the fog over the Turkish beaches in 

Gallipoli – which is modelled on it. Coppola cuts from a noisy, aerial shot of American 

helicopters flying towards the coastal village – and a quiet, static shot of a queue of school-

children in the village, about to go down into a bomb-shelter. These are the 1979 film’s 

version of the 1939 film’s fuzzy-wuzzies. A queue of uniformed junior-school children, in 

neat white shirts and blue shorts and skirts. They’re disciplined, quiet, and horribly 

vulnerable. In order to free up their village beach for surfing, the Americans will, if necessary, 

kill them. 

 A later version of the revised fuzzy-wuzzies is seen in the high shot taken from above 

Willard’s launch as it nudges through two waiting lines of canoes, before Kurtz’s jungle 

hideout over the border in Cambodia. By this time we’ve left the normality of the beach 

village many miles behind, and know that “normality” is no longer a word with any meaning 

that conveys comfort. You don’t need to drop LSD to hallucinate any more, because you 

seem to be hallucinating all the time without dropping anything. The canoes are filled with 

silent tribesmen, all painted greyey-white. They don’t jump up and down, they don’t threaten, 

as Zoltan Korda’s fuzzy-wuzzies did – they’re very attentive, even polite, as their two lines of 

canoes quietly part, allow Willard through, and then close up again behind him. 

 

 
 

 Yes, it’s a trap, but it’s such an obvious, choreographed trap that Willard can see it 

coming, and he knows that in order to carry out his mission and kill Kurtz, he must allow 

himself to be trapped first anyway. 

 These post-colonialist-version fuzzy-wuzzies have a religion. We assume that Korda’s 

fuzzy-wuzzies are Moslems, but the film won’t concede them that dignity, or any other. 

Kurtz’s montagnards have a ceremony in which a bullock is sacrificed – decapitated. (The 

fact that the movie was shot in the Philippines, and that the ritual they filmed was a Philippino 

one, perhaps makes a difference, but the impulse behind the idea was good). Willard, too, has 

a religion: the army. Just as the tribe’s religion dictates that a bullock have its head cut off, so 
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Willard’s religion dictates that Kurtz should be hacked to death; so Coppola intercuts the one 

event with the other. Just before Willard kills Kurtz he says, in voice-over, “They were going 

to make me a major for this – and I wasn’t even in their fucking army any more;” but his loss 

of faith in his militarist religion – his rejection of the whole and only structure which has 

given him his identity – doesn’t prevent him acting according to its dictates. 

 Once Willard’s killed Kurtz, the tribe (to whom Kurtz has, it’s clear, been giving lectures 

on Frazer and The Golden Bough), assume that he will from now on be their god. But he 

won’t be. Leading away the only one of his team still surviving, and carrying Kurtz’s book 

(its conclusion, scrawled in the margin, is “DROP THE BOMB. EXTERMINATE THEM 

ALL”) he heads off for the river, and the journey back to American civilization. 

 

 
 


