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The two faces of John Ford 
The Informer (1935), The Prisoner of Shark Island, (1936), Stagecoach, Young Mr Lincoln, 

Drums Along the Mohawk (all 1939), The Grapes of Wrath, The Long Voyage Home (both 

1940), My Darling Clementine (1946), Fort Apache (1948), She Wore a Yellow Ribbon 

(1949), Wagon Master (1950), The Sun Shines Bright (1953), The Searchers (1956), The 

Horse Soldiers (1959), and The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance (1962) 

 

Ford will make one film which attacks the American equivalent of fascism – and then the 

next with a near-fascist message. He’ll make an open-eyed, truthful film one year, and, the 

next year, one awash with sentimentality and mendacity. 

 

For sentimentality and mendacity, The Informer is hard to beat. The problem is, that it’s also 

a riveting film to watch – in part because of the excellence of its photography (by Joseph H. 

August, later to photograph The Devil and Daniel Webster), in part because of the barefaced 

audacity of its mendacious sentiments. In part, also, because of the way our jaws drop in 

wonder at the question, just how bad does a performance have to be before it’s deemed 

unworthy of an Oscar? Victor McLaglen is so clumsy as the film’s halfwit protagonist, he 

makes Lon Chaney jr.’s turn as Lenny in Of Mice and Men look like a Rembrandt. As with 

other cases of miscasting, the foolish argument seems to be that having the actor adrift gives a 

good idea of the character’s disorientation.1 Betraying his best friend to the Black and Tans 

for £20, so that his prostitute girlfriend can buy a ticket to America (and happiness), 

McLaglen has spent £11 of it on booze and unsolicited charity before he knows what’s hit 

him. The constant echo of Christ’s words on the cross, that he doesn’t know what he’s doing, 

is, however, according to Ford’s rhetorical drift, a sign that God’s grace is upon him despite, 

or even because of, his idiocy. The final tableau of McLaglen dropping dead in the church, 

while his late best friend’s mother stares down at him, haloed like the BVM herself, sets the 

seal on his redemption. Our own sense of him – that he’s a menace to everyone, Brits and 

Irish alike, and is best put down – contradicts Ford’s intention. 

 

 
 

 There’s only one side in the film’s political argument, and that’s the side of “The 

Organisation” – it’s only referred to once as “The Republican Army” (not “The Irish 

Republican Army”), and that’s by the two-faced drunk in the shebeen. The Brits are faceless 

                                                 
1: I’m thinking of Henry Fonda in The Lady Eve, and Anthony Perkins in The Trial. 
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and monosyllabic – silhouettes in the fog, mostly – and the idea that there might be alternative 

Irish political voices – that Ireland is, indeed, only twelve months away from civil war – 

would upset the movie’s imbalance. And yet such is the film’s hypocrisy that when it comes 

to a real demonstration of the IRA’s legitimacy, it ducks out. McLaglen is tried for being a 

grass – is proven guilty – but there’s no verdict reached, and no sentence passed. There are 

two judges shown – are they Michael Collins and Arthur Griffith? – we aren’t told, though we 

notice one of them has an embarrassing false beard – but they say nothing. Even in Oirish-

fixated Hollywood – even in a film by Oirish-fixated John Ford – you mustn’t imply that the 

legitimate legal authorities, which in this case (Ireland 1922), are still the English law-courts, 

are anything but legitimate. So Ford cuts from McLaglen collapsed to McLaglen in his cell 

(with the light outside making a cruciform pattern through the planks of the door), to the IRA 

men drawing lots to see who’ll shoot him. No verdict is arrived at, no sentence pronounced. It 

would spoil the effect. Might make the audience think. 

 

The Prisoner of Shark Island – open-eyed and truthful, just – concerns Doctor Samuel 

Mudd, who (in all innocence according to the movie, though history has doubts), set the 

broken leg of John Wilkes Booth during his flight from the assassination of Lincoln. Here is a 

scene in which a government official prepares the minds of the court-martial for their duty: 

 

ASSISTANT SECRETARY OF WAR: I suppose you all realise, that as members of the 

court-martial, for the trial of the conspirators in the assassination of our beloved 

president, you have on your souls a grave responsibility 

 

A MEMBER OF THE COURT-MARTIAL: We realise it very deeply, Mr Secretary. 

 

ASSISTANT SECRETARY OF WAR: The object of this trial is not to determine the 

guilt or innocence of a handful of rebels, but to save this country from further bloodshed. 

The solemn truth, gentlemen, is, that the federal union is on the verge of hysteria. That is 

why the trial of these conspirators has been placed in your hands, rather than in a civil 

court: because men of the sword can be hard, and hardness is all that can save this country 

from riots, mob rule, even the resumption of the war itself.  

 

A MEMBER OF THE COURT-MARTIAL: Have you any suggestions, sir? 

 

ASSISTANT SECRETARY OF WAR: Two. To help you to be hard. First, you must not 

allow your judgement or decision in this case to be troubled by any trifling technicalities 

of the law, or any pedantic regard for the customary rules of evidence. Second, and most 

important, you must not allow yourselves to be influenced by that obnoxious creation of 

legal nonsense, reasonable doubt. [Mob noise outside.] Is that clear? 

 

A MEMBER OF THE COURT-MARTIAL: Yes, sir. 

 

ASSISTANT SECRETARY OF WAR: Briefly, the voice of this court has got to be the 

voice of the people. [Lynch mob howls outside.] Before you start, I want you to hear that 

voice. [Opens window and they listen to the yelling mob] Listen to it! [Shot of effigy being 

burnt outside.] 

 

 These are the voices of patriotism, post-assassination. Is the mob dictating to the court, or 

is the court itself infected by the mob’s lack of judgement? Is the court simply at one with the 

mob? Ford leaves us to make up our own minds. Whatever the case, irrational injustice is 

ruling America, and to ask for factual evidence to govern its decision-making is a sad 

pedantry which misses the whole point. Mudd is doomed whatever he has done, because the 

court trying him is not interested in anything he has done. The echoes, in 2005, are 

remarkable. 
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 Shark Island is, for its first forty minutes, so prescient and frightening as a portrait of 

America gone insane that it might be by a different director from all the rest here being 

considered. The eight accused are tried in shackles, and shuffle into and out of the court-room 

with hoods over their heads (see picture). Ford shows them each being unhooded, and shows 

each staring about him/herself in terror and bewilderment. All that’s missing are orange boiler 

suits and a Koran. 

 Three are hanged: again, Ford cuts ritualistically, and shows each coming from the jail 

into the yard with drumrolls and armed escorts. One is a woman. He makes it clear that now, 

even at the end of their ordeal, whatever their connection with Booth, they have no idea how 

they got where they are. His decision to show only the strut being knocked away from 

beneath the gallows, and the reactions even of hardened onlookers, is well-justified – 

although I assume that in 1936 that’s all that could be shown of a hanging. 

 

 
 

 Our interest in Mudd’s adventures on the mosquito-infested prison Island of the title is 

given unusual focus by such a background. As in the execution scene, prisoners are 

humiliated via ritual. The Union which is torturing them is every bit as vindictive as the one 

portrayed forty years later in The Outlaw Josey Wales; and though the prison governor (Harry 

Carey) puts in a plea for a pardon out of jealousy for the honour of the flag he serves, the film 

only lets the flag off by implication, when Mudd is reunited with his wife. She’s played by 

Gloria Stuart, sixty-one years before she played old-age Kate Winslett in Titanic. She’s good, 

but her scenes are the weakest in the film, marred by Ford’s nineteenth-century, sentimental 

chauvinism. 

 

    
 

 As Mudd, Warner Baxter, with great bags under his eyes, gives a convincing 

impersonation of a man at the end of his tether for ninety percent of the action. The music, by 

a variety of hands, is a lot less awful than that in many later Ford pictures: although I’d love 
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to know which alternative it’s alluding to when it repeats one famous tune over and over – is 

it O Tannenbaum, or The Red Flag? 

 The film is also a study of race relations, and incorrect politically in a way that’s hair-

raising. “Move on, white man!” growls Mudd’s hitherto faithful slave, now a guard on the 

Island, to his old master. Mudd stares horrified, and withdraws. Ford dollies in to the black 

man’s face, but his hostile expression remains obdurate even after Mudd’s turned his back. As 

a statement of black-white hatred it’s amazing for 1936. Only later do we realise it was a 

camouflage. There’s a huge close-up of the black man framed by the bars of Mudd’s cell 

window, which speaks more volumes than ten pages of dialogue. 

 The black troops on the mosquito-infested island (sent there, we guess, because they’re 

more expendable than whites), mutiny when Yellow Jack sets in. Mudd, a southerner, orders 

them to return to their posts, describing in detail the process of being hanged – their probable 

punishment. His manner – the manner of a former slave-owner – impresses them: “That ain’t 

no yankee talkin’ jus’ to hear hisself talk! That’s a southern man – and he mean it – yes, sir!” 

As with Gone With The Wind, the film would have us believe that black and white related 

better pre-abolition than post-abolition. 

 The faithful slave – now a servant – is rewarded at the end in the very last shot, when he’s 

reunited with his wife and children, the only difference between them and the Mudds being 

that where Mudd has one child, he has twelve. His wife looks in the long shot like Hattie 

McDaniel, but is in fact her sister Etta. 

 The Prisoner of Shark Island is an astonishing film, and should be better known. 

 

 
 

The amazing out-of-focus, dolly-in, blue-screen shot which introduces Ringo in Stagecoach. It’s 

incompetent, but it works. 

 

Stagecoach, Ford’s great masterpiece, was written by Dudley Nichols, who scripted Bringing 

Up Baby, among many others. This accounts for the fact that, as well as being as true an 

American epic as Huckleberry Finn, Stagecoach is the funniest of all Ford’s films – perhaps 

the only one where a comic touch, as opposed to a coarse buffoon’s touch, is visible. There’s 

comedy in the character of the drunk doctor (Thomas Mitchell), and his relationship with the 

whiskey pedlar (Donald Meek), whose name no-one can get right. There’s comedy in the 

relationship between the Marshal (George Bancroft), and the coach driver (Andy Devine). 

There’s satire in the character of the bank manager (Berton Churchill), who objects to 

government interference in business and is all the time trying to abscond with the funds. 

There’s satire in the women (“The Law and Order League”), who march Dallas, the goodtime 
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girl (Claire Trevor), out of town, giving her the confidence to say that there are worse things 

in life than Apaches. 

 

   
 

 The famous chase, filmed and edited now from left to right, then from right to left, in 

which the Apaches try and hunt the stage down, but are finally routed by the cavalry, is the 

core which informs the whole scenario. As menacing forces, they’re not alone. There are 

Apaches all over this world. There are the vindictive Law and Order women in Tonto, at one 

end of the trail: there’s Luke Plummer, the monosyllabic killer with the ten-gallon hat, whom 

The Ringo Kid (John Wayne), will have to face out, in Lordsburg at the other. Law-abiding or 

law-less, they’re all mean and uncharitable. More: there are Apaches on the stage itself, chief 

among them being the bank manager, but no less sinister (as we finally realise), the 

professional gambler (John Carradine), who’s about to shoot the army officer’s wife (Louise 

Pratt), to prevent her from falling into the hands of the Apaches – but is himself killed by an 

Apache bullet just as the cavalry sounds from off-screen, heralding rescue. One second more 

and he’d have shot her, unnecessarily. 

 

         
 

 The film relies on endless cuts between indoors and outdoors – claustrophobic interiors 

with low ceilings (two years before Citizen Kane), and Monument Valley. Most 

claustrophobic of all is the interior of the stagecoach itself, which seems designed for four 

passengers but which ends up carrying seven. Monument Valley is wide, solid and 

imperturbable: the stagecoach, emblem of man’s intrusion, rocks, jolts, lurches, and seems 

permanently at an angle. You never see all seven of its occupants in the same shot, and only 

rarely all three of the people sitting on either of the seats. These people are together, and yet 

apart. The two women are separated by the bank manager, the whiskey salesman sits between 

the gambler and the drunken doctor: but Ford confines himself to two-shots. Soon the Ringo 

Kid is sitting on the floor – later, sitting handcuffed on the floor. 

 Nichols’ script creates character-clashes, which give an intimate feel to the plot and 

involve us with the peoples’ lives as few Ford movies do before Liberty Vallace. Binaries and 

paradoxes abound. The drunken doctor (“Is this the face that wrecked a thousand ships, / And 

burnt the towerless tops of Ilion?”) was a Union man: the gambler, a Confederate. The loud-

mouthed bank manager poses as a staunch upholder of the law which he’s breaking: Ringo, in 
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theory a lawbreaker, is more innocent and polite than he is. When they arrive in Lordsburg, 

it’s the bank manager who’s arrested, and Ringo escapes, assisted by the marshal whose job it 

is to keep him in handcuffs. The whiskey pedlar wants his whiskey preserved: the drunken 

doctor wants to consume it. The officer’s pregnant wife disdains the goodtime girl: when the 

goodtime girl helps at her confinement, her disdain melts, but not that much. Her female 

friends at Lordsburg sniff at the goodtime girl, just as their sisters had at Tonto. The gambler 

is most vociferous in his contempt for the drunken doctor: but when the drunken doctor has a 

chance to redeem himself at the birth of the baby, it’s the marshal, Ringo, and the coach 

driver who help him to sober up, while the gambler proves he’s no real gentleman, by 

continuing to curse him. 

 

   
 
   Publicity still.    Actual frame from the film. 

   The bank manager’s missing. 

 

 In a world dominated by Apaches, real and metaphorical, there’s only one way: it’s Huck 

Finn’s way – to “light out for the Territory ahead of the rest”. Trouble is, with the defeat of 

the real, as opposed to the metaphorical, Apaches, there’s no Territory left to light out to, so 

Ringo and his goodtime girlfriend light out for a phantom and chimerical Mexico. “Well, that 

saves them the blessings of civilisation,” says the doctor, as he and the marshal goad Ringo’s 

horses into galloping out of town. Ringo, an innocent criminal, seems not to know that his 

woman has a past: how will such a naïve, conservative sensibility as his react if and when he 

finds out? Perhaps, in Mexico (real Shangri-La or Xanadu), it won’t matter any more. 

 

Young Mr Lincoln holds up for our admiration a man who, seeing that his tug’o’war team is 

about to be defeated, ties the rope to a mule cart, lets the opposite team be dragged into the 

mud, and (it seems), gets away with it. A man who, faced with two litigious clients, invents a 

legal fee for himself which is precisely the difference between what one owes the other, and 

(it seems), gets away with it. A man who sits in the courtroom, where he’s counsel for the 

defence, with his feet up – and, having won the case, puts his stovepipe hat on before the 

verdict is even delivered. A man who, knowing that a witness has been lying, and that the 

witness is himself the guilty party, says “No more questions,” and allows the witness (Ward 

Bond), almost to get out of the front of the courtroom before “remembering” that he does 

have one more question. He has had this same witness on the stand the previous day, but 

hadn’t asked the question then. This Honest Abe is a man who knows the political value of 

half-truth and theatricality. 
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 The film is, in short, a fine old bunch of tricks – not least of its tricks being the way in 

which, by surrounding Henry Fonda with very short people, it makes him appear the six feet 

four which the real Lincoln was (at a time when the average American male stood five feet 

five). Lincoln plays the jew’s harp (just as Atticus does in To Kill a Mockingbird): in one 

blue-screen shot, ambling along with a companion on two mules, he improvises his way into a 

rough version of Dixie – the Southern tune which, in the opening of Shark Island, he asks the 

band to play as part of the spoils of the Civil War he’s just won. Dixie, it goes without saying, 

was composed by someone else, much later than the time of Young Mr Lincoln. 

 As in Shark Island, Ford is very good at doing crowd hysteria. In another scene, Lincoln 

faces-out a lynch mob on the jailhouse steps (just as Atticus does in To Kill a Mockingbird). 

He tells them that if they succeed his lawyer’s career will suffer a setback, but that he’ll be 

such a poor counsel that the two guys in the jail are bound to hang anyway. 

 Atticus would never make jokes like that. But Atticus is happy with his lot. He would 

never run for president, either. 

 

Nothing is real about the fascist propaganda piece that is Drums Along the Mohawk, from 

Claudette Colbert’s plucked eyebrows (real sassy on a 1770s frontierswoman), via the Irish 

priest in eighteenth-century New York State, to the grin of triumph the big, barking, but 

golden-hearted Christian Indian gives at the end, when he pulls down the eyepatch he’s taken 

from the dead body of John Carradine’s no-good Tory injun-provocateur. Tories (that is, 

supporters of George III’s England during the War of Independence, or “the American 

Revolution” as they call it, to show what balls they had back then in that eighteenth century), 

had a viewpoint – they thought the American colonies had a lot in common with England, and 

that the two should stick together somehow. 

 But there’s only room for one viewpoint in Drums Along the Mohawk. As so often in 

Ford, the Other must not be allowed a voice: the problem, or fascination, is in seeing who will 

be selected to be the Other in each Ford film. Here, John Carradine, who beat up Dr Mudd on 

Shark Island, and who, only three films ago, in Stagecoach, was about to blow the pregnant 

lady’s brains out, must never make any political statements – just stare with malevolence 

from beneath his eyepatch (strangely, of course, a trademark of the director). You can tell 

Carradine’s up to no good from his first long shot. 
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 The loud redskin isn’t the only one with the heart of gold beneath a rough exterior – 

sadism and sentimentality go side by side in Ward Bond, in Edna May Oliver, and in the 

vicar, who preaches bloodshed and Christianity in the same breath, in the traditional manner. 

When the unfortunate captive is about to be burnt alive by the Indians in the last-but-one reel, 

only the vicar may shoot him to save him from his agony – you mustn’t even see the man’s 

head drop on his chest – and afterwards, the vicar must be seen to be traumatised by what he’s 

done. “I killed a man,” he groans, staring ahead of himself – and at first you think he’s 

referring to someone he’s killed in the intervening battle – is he sad at having killed Indians? 

– but then you realise he means the old guy whom he helped out of his misery. Even mercy-

killing in the extreme circumstances of an Indian execution has to be suffered for. 

 Minorities must have no voice. You have to include them, because the movie’s about how 

the American nation was forged in the 1770s – even though it was, according to the film, 

forged by killing lots of Indians: there are no English characters, no Tories apart from 

Carradine have any lines, and you hardly see them. But the token black says nothing, though 

she has a brief Butterfly McQueen moment of hysteria when Claudette Colbert is giving birth. 

The Christian Indian has lines – but they’re foolish lines, not human ones, and he has to shout 

them, not speak them, and yell “Hallelujah!” at inappropriate moments. We see the relative 

wisdom of keeping your Indians alien and anonymous, as in Stagecoach. The Other is best 

portrayed in long-shot. 

 This two-facedness transfers to the plot. Near the start, Colbert thinks Fonda (her 

husband) is dead, and experiences all the grief that goes with that, only to find that he’s alive. 

Near the end Fonda thinks Colbert is dead … and so on. 

 When the Stars and Stripes go up in the last scene (with God Save the King transmuting 

anachronistically into My Country ’Tis of Thee),2 the token black must stare at it in awe, as 

must the single Christian Indian (he has no community of Christian Indians), and the Irish 

Anglican vicar; but it’s Claudette Colbert who says how pretty it looks. It has just thirteen 

stripes and thirteen stars – after all, this is American History (“What? What’s that?”): but we 

know that many more stars, and many more stripes, will accrue over the next two centuries. 

 

In The Grapes of Wrath, Ford returns to the greatness of Shark Island and Stagecoach, 

assisted by Gregg Toland as his lighting cameraman, and by the decision to have virtually no 

soundtrack music outside of the credits. 

 Andy Devine’s stagecoach is here traded in for a broken-down motor-truck with doubtful 

suspension, dodgy tyres, and a load much too heavy for it. The journey is much longer – from 

Oklahoma to California – and on board, as well as a pregnant woman, there’s her husband, 

her two kid siblings, her mother, her father, her uncle, her two brothers, one of whom is just 

out of jail, her grandparents, and a Holy Fool (Carradine), who was once a preacher but who 

“lost the call”. Everyone in Stagecoach – except Claire Trevor, who’s run out of town, and 

                                                 
2: The author of the lyric to My Country ’Tis Of Thee wasn’t born until 1808. 
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Andy Devine, who has to go because it’s his job – makes the dangerous trip voluntarily. No-

one in Wrath wants to go at all, but they have no home – it’s bulldozed in an early scene, as 

they stare bewildered, reduced to their own shadows on the ground. There seem to be no 

accountable Apaches in Oklahoma: the bulldozer driver takes orders from the company, the 

company takes orders from the bank, the bank manager takes orders from a bigger bank 

manager … the Prime Mover of it all is over the horizon, in another galaxy. 

 

       
 

 Before we know where we are, both grandparents are dead by the roadside and the 

pregnant woman’s husband has run off. The Holy Fool, who tries to find redemption by 

taking responsibility for one shooting, is not believed, and is only run out of town. At the next 

stage he’s killed for talking too much: as with Dr Mudd, what he did and why he did it is 

irrelevant. Here, doing anything, and saying anything, is risky. 

 In some ways it’s close to Waiting for Godot. 

 

 
 

 Instead of the mythical Mexico for which John Wayne and Claire Trevor are heading, the 

family are lighting out for a Territory – California – in which they believe, because they’ve 

read about it in numerous leaflets which proclaim that there’s work there in abundance (just 

as Didi and Gogo are confident Godot will come tomorrow). Early on they’re told that they 

shouldn’t have believed, because there ain’t no work except at a humiliating price. But they 

have no alternative – they have to voyage on from one empty place of despair and oppression 

to another, of even greater despair and still worse oppression. In California, there are palpable 

Apaches a-plenty: the farmers, their agents, the gangsters who run the workers’ camps, and 

the local cops who try to break up the Saturday night dances. 
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 The family starts to disintegrate. In taking the only way to save it, they’re in danger of 

destroying it. “Got nothin’ to trust,” says the mother (Jane Darwell), summing it all up, and 

staring off-shot with the dewy-eyed look which normally signifies faith in the Deity. The son 

with a criminal past (Fonda), starts to wonder what lies at the root of all this suffering, but 

he’s not a book person, and doesn’t know what a “Red” is. 

 It’s a movie. You have to have a positive, if not a happy ending in a movie, and the 

classic way to create a positive ending where there’s none logically in sight is by a deus ex 

machina. Here the deus ex machina is a government-run camp, with a nattily-dressed 

manager, elected committees, and running water. The film’s frank enough to show that the 

local capitalists resent such a thing, and try to bust it up and close it down: and the son who 

was in prison has by now killed someone else, so he has to leave, just as the work starts to 

buck up. 

 The Grapes of Wrath is a chilling portrayal of what Americans do to Americans in the 

interests of greed. We gather that the real genius behind it was not Ford, not Toland, not 

Nunnally Johnson who wrote it, nor even Steinbeck from whose novel it was taken. It was the 

baby of Darryl Zanuck, who oversaw the editing, cut the script, and who even wrote Henry 

Fonda’s famous final speech. He went to a fruit-pickers’ camp to see whether Steinbeck had 

exaggerated, and found things there were much worse than in Steinbeck’s novel. 

 It’s a long way to The Grapes of Wrath from Zanuck’s first major film creation, which 

was Rin Tin Tin. 

 

The Long Voyage Home (1940), only looks like a John Ford movie briefly, towards the end, 

when Barry Fitzgerald, Thomas Mitchell and an Irish tenor who happens conveniently to be 

passing, break into When Irish Eyes are Smiling. For the rest, the nautical environment, Greg 

Toland’s looming, intimate close-ups, and the presence in the cast of such stalwart Brits as 

Ian Hunter and, of all actors, Wilfrid Lawson, give it a completely different feel. John 

Wayne’s role only becomes important in the last segment, when his mates keep him sober – 

or try to keep him sober – to make sure he gets on the boat to Stockholm. His Scandinavian 

accent, though generalised, works, and he plays the innocent well. It’s clear that he’s picked 

up from John (“yumping yiminy”) Qualen the notion that all Swedes pronounce their “j”s and 

“g”s as “y”s. Not gifted with a head for booze, the only drink he’ll allow himself is “yinyer 

ale”. 

 Based on four short plays by Eugene O’Neill (another reason why it feels different), it’s 

all about simple men at the mercy of the sea and thus of life, making simple mistakes which 

turn into cruel and humiliating disasters, sometime dying, sometimes getting through in spite. 

Ward Bond (giving a subdued performance), dies from a punctured lung; Ian Hunter is 

suspected, for idiot reasons, of being a German spy, and letters from his wife are read out by 

Mitchell, as he listens gagged and helpless. It transpires he was an officer who lost his 

commission for drunkenness. Eventually he just about redeems himself during an air-raid, but 

is killed. His wife and kids, seen only walking past the boat in medium and long shot, seem 

upper-class, so the booze has forced him to slum it. 

 Male camaraderie brings out the best and worst in Ford. Near the start there’s a standard 

drunken riot when Lawson, the captain, lets some women on board, feeling sorry for the men, 

who are about to join an Atlantic convoy with a cargo of explosives bound for England. The 

women are unsentimentally-portrayed Hispanic-Caribbean harridans, and you feel the men 

would have been best left alone without them. But when innocent Swedish Wayne, in port at 

the other end of the voyage, is drugged by an evil skipper (helped by slimey limey go-

betweens and a slightly more sentimental harridan played by Estelle Winwood), kidnapped, 

and almost misses his boat to the Baltic, the tension Ford creates is considerable. Male 

camaraderie wins, and Mitchell is, Christlike, kidnapped in his stead. 

 The Long Voyage Home represents a brief lull before the orgy of westerns, often with 

Wayne in the lead, which Ford made after the war. 
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My Darling Clementine, the first of the westerns, contains 

many excellent scenes and few or any tricky, two-faced 

moments (the real Gunfight at the O.K. Corral took thirty 

seconds from start to finish: the important part of this one 

takes, by my count, fifty-five). Where, when he plays 

Lincoln, Fonda can’t dance, here, as Wyatt Earp, he can, sort 

of; and the sequence in which he and the heroine walk slowly 

through Tombstone listening to the distant singing of Yes, We 

shall Gather at the River, at first to watch, and then shyly to 

join in, the festivities on the site of the new church, almost 

convinces us that there was something  prelapsarian about the 

frontier,  before the  circuses and movies took it over.  Almost, 

that is, until we remember Yes, we shall Gather at the River is the tune to which Claire Trevor 

is drummed out of town in Stagecoach. 

 

 The film contains one of the 

best pre-fade-out dialogues ever: 

 Earp: Mac … you ever been 

in love? 

 Mac: No, I been a bartender 

all my life. 

 Alan Mowbray standing on a 

saloon table being forced to 

recite Shakespeare by the 

Clanton brothers, and when he 

dries being prompted by Doc 

Holliday, is also out of the 

ordinary. Victor Mature, in his 

only decent film, is very good as 

Holliday; though Kirk Douglas 

as  the  Doc is better still in  John   

Sturges’ version, a film which comes in closer to all the characters: compare Mature’s 

coughing fits with Kirk Douglas’s – Douglas, for Sturges, coughs so well it’s frightening, 

whereas Mature, for Ford, is just making the gesture. 

 Walter Brennan is superb as Old Man Clanton. “If you draw on a man, kill him!” he says, 

horsewhipping his sons in disgust when they fail to do so. One of the best shots is of him 

leaning over the Corral fence waiting for the Earps, while behind him the dawn sky gets 

brighter. 

 Few directors film saloon bars as well as John Ford, or ask actors to slide and catch 

whiskey-glasses with greater virtuosity. 

 As in Lincoln, Fonda spends a lot of time with his feet up: 
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 The women are treated with the 

customary Ford condescension; and several 

things are predictable. As soon as we see the 

close-up of the crucifix in the hands of the 

Earps’ kid bother, we know that within a reel 

he’ll be dead, and it’ll be stolen. As quickly 

as Doc Holliday stares at his framed medical 

certificate with a whiskey glass in his hand, 

we intuit that he’s about to throw the latter at 

the former. As soon as we see that Linda 

Darnell’s good-time girl is about to spill the 

beans about Billy Clanton, from whom she 

got the crucifix, we know that Billy, who’s 

listening, will shoot her (he’s played by John 

Ireland, owner of the biggest dick in 

Hollywood): and so it turns out, in all three 

cases. 

 In the two heroines we get a strange foretaste of the polarisation done with more success 

in High Noon: Linda Darnell has been to bed both with Holliday and Billy Clanton, just as 

Katie Jurado has with Will Kane and Frank Miller in the Zinneman movie, and Cathy Downs 

has eyes for both Earp and the tubercular Doc. In High Noon they go further in each direction. 

The emancipated widow Jurado (she’s Mexican, after all), is also having an affair with Lloyd 

Bridges, whereas Grace Kelly is a one-man girl. 

 

Fort Apache displays Ford’s forked tongue at its most nauseating. With one tongue he 

portrays his cavalrymen as underpaid, drunken boors and formation-dancing zombies, and 

their leader (Fonda), as an unprofessional, unscrupulous, class-obsessed and racist idiot who 

ignores all the best advice and leads his men to a certain death of his own treacherous and 

incompetent devising – much worse than Cardigan and the Light Brigade, who was only 

following orders. With the other tongue, the music Ford allows, his photography of the 

cavalry formations, and half the script, endorse all the regimental rituals, and Fonda’s 

schizoid military values, together with his promise-breaking and his treacherous contempt for 

the natives. It’s not interestingly ambivalent, it’s annoyingly ambiguous. Ford is himself in 

two mutually exclusive minds. He doesn’t have the style to hold the balance. 

 

      
 

 I began, as I got more and more angry with the film, to wish for two things to happen: for 

a flaming Apache arrow to zoom in from out of nowhere and pierce Shirley Temple (Fonda’s 

daughter), through the throat, thereby shutting her up for good; and for a similar fate to 

happen to the impossibly virtuoso bugler, who sounds just about every call there is at 

different points in the action. Well, Temple is still intact vocally by the end: but imagine my 

delight when some sensible Apache rifleman did indeed knock the bugler off his horse, just 

when he was sounding the U.S. Cavalry Charge itself. But is this curtailment of ritual a Ford 

joke, or a Ford dramatic moment? I read it as a joke: but I think that’s me. 
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 At the end, good guy Wayne, forced by journalists to choose between the truth and the 

legend, allows them to print the legend. But our problem is that we’ve seen the truth despite 

the cinematic and legendary rhetoric with which Ford has smothered it. He has it both ways, 

our minds are confused, and our stomachs are revolted. 

 

In Clementine, there’s only one Indian: the drunken one with whom Wyatt Earp deals when 

no-one else in town has the nerve to. With She Wore a Yellow Ribbon, we’re back in 

Mohawk territory. One character is even revived – the crazy, Christianised Indian who barks 

“Hallelujah!” (he’s played by the same actor, Chief John Big Tree). 

 

 
 

Chief Big Tree modelled for this nickel-face. His real name was Isaac Johnny John. 

See still below. 

 

 The Red Peril has raised its head for one last desperate attempt at destabilisation, and 

Custer has fallen at the Little Big Horn (which may be what Fort Apache is about). It’s 

remarkable the way the film’s racism echoes in 2005, for Sitting Bull has proclaimed a “Holy 

War”, and the tribes, uniting, are following “New Messiahs”. For Native Americans read Al 

Quaeda, ad for Sitting Bull read Osama bin Laden, and the message is identical. These things 

are vouched us via voice-over and long shot – the crazed Christian apart, no Indian may 

speak. The Other is again silenced. Anyway, Custer’s Last Stand may, if its perpetrators are 

not hunted down and neutralised, spell the end for the Pony Express, and thus for the unity of 

the nation. The Pony Express stopped fifteen years before Custer’s Last Stand, but, as in 

2005, facts are irrelevant when faced with the Other. Panic, and its concomitant, gross 

sentimentality, is all. 

 

       
 

 Enter John Wayne, Joanne Dru … and much cliché music, reinforced when needs be by a 

chorus. It spoils the effect of Ford’s handsome compositions of cavalry crossing Monument 

Valley, as thoroughly as does the music in Hawks’s Red River. Exit, however, Ward Bond, 
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whose boorish presence is split between two other actors – into Irish Victor McLaglen for the 

boorishness,3 but also into Oklahoman Ben Johnson, who brings a real-life horseman’s skill, 

and a fictional awareness of the Native American viewpoint which saves the situation more 

than once. Watch the speed with which Johnson vaults into his saddle (the film’s not speeded 

up), and the way he stops the team of the runaway stagecoach so that it’s just in frame. Ward 

Bond couldn’t even drive a coach and six (which is why Andy Devine, who could, is in 

Stagecoach). Is Johnson more charming – a better actor – or does he just make us long for 

The Wild Bunch? 

 

 
              Johnson. 

Now here’s a real film … 

 

 Ford again speaks with forked tongue throughout the movie. We know how the White 

Man retaliated for the Little Big Horn – by exterminating redskins by the thousand: here, 

Wayne, in his last act before retiring (though he doesn’t retire), merely runs their horses off, 

and makes them walk back to the reservation. He tells the men accompanying them to stay a 

mile behind – Indians look on walking as a humiliation. 

 There’s a subplot involving two dull young officers competing for the hand of Joanne Dru 

(not, mercifully, Shirley Temple), though the only man allowed to touch her is Wayne. The 

possibility for which the film doesn’t allow is that she might meet and fancy Ben Johnson: 

but, after all, he’s only a sergeant, and, being a man of sense, might not fancy her. 

 

What might happen if there were no class barriers to prevent Dru and Johnson from getting 

together is not really made much clearer in Wagon Master, in which he is an itinerant horse-

trader and she an itinerant female in the company of a whiskey-peddling quack (Alan 

Mowbray). Nothing much happens between them at all, though we’re to understand that they 

kind of fancy one another, and being itinerants together on the frontier, with nothing to lose 

and still less to gain, you’d think something might. 

 I saw Wagon Master when it first came out in 1950. I was six, and was impressed by 

Johnson’s casual way of whittling a stick and saying “Whoaa, be gentle” to his horses in the 

first sequence. What I didn’t get, having no religion then, was that this was Ford’s most 

confident way of asserting – what many Americans still believe, despite all the evidence to 

                                                 
3: In the scene in which McLaglen is “arrested,” the regimental blacksmith who assists is called Wagner, and the 

score quotes briefly from the Forging Scene from Siegfried as he leaves his forge to join the affray. I am grateful to 

Jack Gumpert Wasserman for pointing this out. 
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the contrary (but who needs evidence?) – that in the USA the Fall of Man has been reversed. 

“I thought you never drew on a man,” growls reformed sinner Ward Bond to Johnson, after 

they have between them, assisted by Harry Carey Jr., shot down all the bad guys in ten 

seconds. “That’s right, sir,” Johnson answers; “only on snakes,” and throws his six-shooter 

away into the desert.  

     The next sequence shows the delighted 

faces of the Mormon families as they 

contemplate The Promised Land across the 

Jordan, or whichever Californian river it is 

that Bond has led them to.4 Clearly they’re 

entering this Eden having got rid of the 

serpent in advance. Dru, therefore, can’t get 

Johnson’s pants off this side of the river – 

and even the other side their union will have 

to be blessed by Ward Bond. 

 

 
 
          It looks as if Joanne Dru is starkers – 

        in fact she’s fully clothed. 

 

 As in Fort Apache, dancing is very important,5 but where the cavalrymen and their wives 

in that film dance with poker faces and not a shred of enjoyment, here the Mormons dance 

with faces lit up. The military establishment – the warmongers – can’t dance happily; the 

peaceful Mormons – religious outcasts, nearer to Christ – can. 

 James Arness, future star of Gunsmoke, is very good as one of the bad guys, even though 

he has no lines at all. 

 

Apart from Jane Darwell, his brother Francis, Russell Simpson, and (uncredited in the front 

line of the lynch mob), ugly Jack Pennick, The Sun Shines Bright has none of Ford’s normal 

repertory company. No Ward Bond, no John Qualen, no Victor MacLaglen, no Wayne, no 

Fonda. Those regulars there are have small roles, and as the action’s set in a small town in 

Kentucky it would be even harder to drag in any shots of Monument Valley. It lacks, 

therefore, several Ford fingerprints. There’s little soundtrack music, but quite a bit of live. 

The action is born on the shoulders of Charles Winninger as the strangely-named Judge 

Priest. 

 Shorn of several of Ford’s rhetorical devices, the film’s covert racism and misogyny are 

even uglier than usual. A lynch-mob, trying to string up an innocent black accused of rape, is 

faced-out on the jailhouse steps, and turned away with even greater ease than happens in 

Young Mr Lincoln. I believe the corresponding scene in To Kill a Mockingbird must be read 

as a protest against the film’s hypocritical facility. As the film is set in the 1900s, we must 

assume that blacks have the vote: and the plot centres on a local election. But what the law 

allows, Ford excludes – no blacks are seen voting, even though their support to the central 

figure would be vital. Those blacks portrayed are cap-tipping, banjo-playing, close-harmony 

folks who know their place, which is, in the funeral in the last reel, outside the church. This is 

accurate historically; but no-one comments. In the case of Stepin Fetchit as the judge’s valet, 

the film boasts one of the most controversial Uncle Tom performers of all time. The word 

“nigger” is never heard. After the white citizens have marched proudly past the judge’s house 

in the last scene, from right to left, the black citizens (except they’re not seen to be citizens), 

wander on humbly from left to right. 

 

                                                 
4: In fact it’s the same river that they crossed earlier in the film: the shot is duplicated. Watch out for the foal 

preceding the horses. 

5: As it is in The Grapes of Wrath. 
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 One strand of the film (it has three) is 

about a Fallen Woman who comes back to 

town to die. She’s mother to the heroine, 

though the heroine doesn’t find that out for 

some time. 

     The Fallen Woman is first seen in a 

brilliant shot in which she stands on the pier, 

watching the paddle-steamer, in which she 

has arrived, haul away. The violence of the 

way the paddle churns the river-water into 

the air as it departs is a fine metaphor for 

what the town, and life, has done for her. 

 
     This shot – of the daughter staring at her 

        mother’s portrait – is not in the film. 

 

 She is played with great dignity (and as a well-spoken bourgeoise, not as a worn-out 

harlot), but has few lines not expressive of despair, and soon dies. Her life was something of 

which the town knew little, and of which we’re told less. It’s evidently a big deal for the 

doctor to visit her in the brothel where she goes to die, even though the doctor is the county 

medical officer. But he’s standing for election, like the judge. 

 The film’s climax is the woman’s funeral. It’s a very long sequence – much longer than 

the screen-time the woman herself is given – and we are awe-struck at the way all the town’s 

respectable people – the judge, the sheriff,6 the news editor, the dog-catcher, the leader of the 

old Unionist soldiers’ club, two backwoodsmen (one played by a young-ish Slim Pickens), 

and the leading female citizen (Darwell), all silently join the procession. But the procession is 

led by the judge. There is no priest: why we never see him is not explained. Then comes the 

white hearse, and then a black carriage containing five women, only one of whom we’ve seen 

before. It takes a minute or so for us to realise that they are the ladies from the bordello where 

she died, dressed in black. All have expressions which make them look like Agnes 

Moorehead. 

 The judge, not, as I said, the priest (though the judge’s name is Priest), reads the sermon 

over her. It’s a very visible sleight-of-hand, which is to say that it’s not sleight-of-hand, it’s a 

gaping hole. Is there no vicar? Is he ill? Has he chickened out? Would he not be able to read 

out the bit from John 8, about the woman taken in adultery? In fact, though he’s reading from 

the Bible, the judge says “taken in sin”. “Adultery” is too blunt, not just for 1900s Kentucky, 

but for 1950s Hollywood. Just as he’s about to read “He that is without sin among you, cast 

the first stone”, the woman’s father comes into church, and takes his place by his 

granddaughter. This last-second change of heart, after decades spent denying his daughter, is 

also, we are to believe, another big deal. The judge also cuts “… go, and sin no more” (John 

8, 11), a strange edit. 

 So, when the Fallen Woman lived, she was shunned by all except the doctor and the 

inhabitants of the whorehouse. Now she’s dead, all feel they must make a big public gesture. 

But is it a gesture motivated by guilt? By regret at what they might have done, but didn’t do, 

to contact her and help her while she was living? The silence on which Ford insists during her 

funeral procession is very dramatic, but prevents anyone from expressing their thoughts. 

What are their thoughts? The Jewish tailor sums them up the following day, when, betting on 

Judge Priest to win the election, he says, “I have lived through a revolution in Europe, a heart-

breaking war in America, and I know a cunning and unscrupulous politician when I see one”. 

– “Thank you, Herman,” answers the Judge; “professional compliments are always pleasing”. 

He says it with what looks like mock-gratitude: but has the tailor hit the nail on the head? At 

first we can’t tell; but in the next shot a black servant tells the judge that he’s followed the 

                                                 
6: The sheriff takes his badge off and throws it to the ground as Gary Cooper does in High Noon: he’s showing the 

town that he doesn’t care whether he’s re-elected or not. 
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judge’s orders and packed the ladies from the brothel on to the steamer (“The General 

Bedford Forrest”), and out of town. Again, Ford gives us the shot of the steamer leaving the 

pier, churning up the water behind it. What, we wonder, will the town’s randy young bucks 

and dirty old men do now? But the film’s illogic is behind what he does. If dead women are 

associated in your mind with sex, you can honour their memory: if they’re still alive, you 

must get rid of them. 

 The judge has used the woman’s funeral as an election stunt. He wins the election by one 

vote – his own. 

 The hypocrisy which the film portrays, it portrays without acknowledging it as hypocrisy. 

The judge’s calculation, sentimentality and double standards are endorsed by Ford. 

 As elsewhere, Ford is very good at filming rituals, and their interruptions. There’s the 

obligatory officers’ dance with the town damsels, everyone looking solemn. There’s an Old 

Confederates’ reunion meeting, where they’ve stolen the flag from the Old Unionists. A court 

case has to stop while the black defendant shows off his banjo-playing skill: he starts, to 

universal dismay, with Marching through Georgia, not realising its political implications; but 

changes to Dixie, whereupon the judge takes out his bugle and blows a raucous obbligato 

accompaniment.7 Whatever the implications of the funeral procession and the funeral itself, 

we can’t deny that Ford films and edits them with virtuosity. 

 

The Searchers is even more worrying. It 

holds up for our awe, if not admiration, such 

an extreme right-wing ethic that it often 

seems from another planet. But so much in it 

is phoney and clichéd that the few convincing 

moments are devalued beyond recall. The 

beautiful blue-and-white china set in the log 

cabin; the cabin’s immaculate construction 

and polished interior. Natalie Wood’s orange 

lipstick, which instantly cheapens the effect 

of the film’s first shot of her.  
 The fact that although it’s set in Texas, many important shots are done as usual in 

Monument Valley, which by 1956 the whole world must have known was in Utah (it’s like 

putting the Colosseum in Paris); the ghastly, folksy music, with a dull title-ballad; the 

annoying minor eccentrics (John Qualen pronouncing his “j”s as “y”s again); the fact that 

when the lovers are surprised by the kids, all they’re giving one another is a mild hug; the fact 

that the leading Comanche is played by a European actor while all the rest are authentic – so 

it goes on. The bald, senescent halfwit Old Mose is surely the most annoying character in 

pictures before Ja-Ja Binks; yet we’re asked to love him, as John Wayne does.8 Ford uses Yes, 

We Shall Gather at the River indiscriminately, both for the funeral of the massacred family 

and for the abortive wedding near the end. It’s an unfocussed mess. 

 I’m not convinced by the first major battle, in which the Comanches risk and receive 

certain defeat by charging across a wide river at Wayne, Ward Bond, and so on, who are 

crouching behind logs on the other side. You can’t in any case shoot accurately over so many 

scores of yards with a six-shooter. 

 The way the Mexicans are portrayed in their brief scene is clichéd. Did they really have to 

call the castanet-twirling doxy “Carmen”? According to Wayne, they speak “Mexican”, and 

Americans speak “American”. “Texans” are in this film “Texicans”, as if in anticipation of 

the oil company. 

 

                                                 
7: For Dixie, see the opening of Shark Island. The bugle echoes a recurrent moment in Wagon Master, when Jane 

Darwell is asked by Ward Bond at moments of crisis to blow on an unmusical cow-horn. 

8: The same actor (Hank Worten), giving the same performance, is much more acceptable as a vicious half-wit in 

Wagon Master. 
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This is studio. All the winter long shots were taken in Canada, with doubles. 

 

 Native American ways of torturing captives to death were, we know, so ghastly as to defy 

description (see Smollett, Humphrey Clinker, letter of July 13th: Penguin p.228). But to 

portray the effect they had on the white man’s psychology, you need greater honesty and 

more concern for detail than Ford shows in The Searchers, and a much subtler actor than John 

Wayne. He has some excellent lines and some boring, repetitive ones: still, some of his louder 

moments are the most horrible and the most convincing. Harry Carey jr. wants to know what 

the Comanches did to his girlfriend: “What you want me to do, draw a picture?” shouts 

Wayne, his face creased up: “Spell it out? Don’t ever ask me! Long as you live, don’t ever 

ask me more!” But elsewhere his character develops by fits and starts, as does his 

performance. Nothing we’ve seen prepares us for the sequence in which, having killed one 

buffalo for his own meat, he seems to go crazy and shoots several more to deprive the 

Comanches of meat (we don’t see the other buffalo die, as we do the first one).9 Lunatic 

vindictiveness of this kind isn’t portrayed in his behaviour elsewhere. It’s not clear to his 

nephew and fellow-searcher what he will do when they find the girl for whom they’re 

searching. Jeffrey Hunter is his nephew; Wayne, though, denies any relationship, as Hunter 

may be one-eighth Indian. It’s not supposed to be clear to us what he’ll do, either: but the 

clues as to his state of mind from which we could guess are placed randomly, and are 

impossible to read even on repeated viewings. Wayne, like Victor Mature,10 has a severely 

limited range of expressions. 

 There’s a scene where Wayne and Hunter find four white women, one of whom may be 

the one they’re looking for. All four are traumatised, and three are insane. “It’s hard to believe 

they’re white,” says an officer, in one of the most outrageously racist lines in film history, 

given that all four women are so obviously Caucasian. His implication seems to be that 

suffering never drives white women mad. “They ain’t white,” snarls Wayne. “Not any more – 

they’re Comanche”. Ford dollies-in to a close-up of Wayne looking ugly. Does he hate the 

women because the Comanches have driven them mad? Or is he agonising over what the 

Comanches have done to them? Is this Wayne’s version of a compassionate look? It’s an 

uninterpretable moment, and yet the way Ford directs it, it’s obviously meant to be revealing. 

Instead, it baffles. With a better actor, you suspect you might get it. Wayne is supposed to be 

a twisted, tragic figure whose capacity for love has been destroyed and turned into implacable 

hate. The problem is that the alternative viewpoint is only articulated by Jeffrey Hunter’s 

implicit attitude, never by his words; and so much of the film embodies Wayne’s values that 

he can’t be seen with objectivity. 

 Ford seems to be trying for a more liberated approach to women, and has Vera Miles, for 

example, barge in on Hunter when he’s in the bath (it develops a scene in Fort Apache). But 

Miles’ character as a frustrated frontier spinster is as clichéd as any, and you feel you’ll 

                                                 
9: The only other animal I know which is shot on camera is the horse in Eisenstein’s October. 

10: Told by a director how he wanted him to look, Mature is said to have answered, “I got three looks. Looking 

left, looking right, and looking straight ahead. Which one d’you want?” 
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scream if she delivers any more lines with her arms akimbo. Hunter’s Indian wife is also 

badly done: her fate is comic or grave as the moment dictates – there’s no consistency to it, 

and she’s a victim of Ford’s condescension even more than the rest. 

 

 
 
         Were they once lovers? 

 Ford apparently suggested to Wayne 

that part of his motivation was that he’d had 

an affair with his sister-in-law, who’s 

murdered by the Comanches early on: but 

you can’t even sense that, any more than 

when you watch Ben-Hur you can sense the 

gay subtext which William Wyler told 

Stephen Boyd (though not Heston) that he 

wanted between Ben-Hur and Messala. If 

there was such an affair, however, it raises 

the possibility that Natalie Wood, orange 

lipstick  and all, may be  Wayne’s  daughter,  

whereupon his  determination  to  kill  her – sustained, as it seems, right up to the moment 

where he corners her – becomes the sickest idea yet. Everything points to it – yet he finally 

sweeps her up into his arms and takes her home, only to leave her there while, in the final 

shot, the door shuts him out. Ford has it both ways, as with Ward Bond’s character, who is 

either a man of God (a priest), or a man of Violence (a Texas Ranger), depending on which 

coat he’s wearing. Jesus and killing folks go happily together in Ford’s world. 

 

 
 

 The film’s signature is a shot taken from inside a building, with the surround all dark and 

a figure silhouetted in the frame. The building is home, the framed figure that of someone 

with their own attitude to the home. Wayne’s sister-in-law is framed in an early shot; Wayne 

himself both in an early shot, in the final shot, and in the shot where we understand him to be 

looking at his sister-in-law’s mutilated corpse. But it’s devalued (like so much in the picture), 

by having the shot taken at one point from the inside of a cave, where no-one lives. Ford’s 

control over his material is that careless. 

 

    
 

   Start: Wayne approaches.  End: Wayne departs. 

Looks like they just flipped it. 
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 The Searchers is a highly influential film. Spielberg and Scorsese both admire it, it’s 

quoted in Star Wars, and Travis Bickle in Taxi Driver is a recycled version, darkened still 

more, of John Wayne’s obsessed character in it. 

 This can’t be right. 

 

The Horse Soldiers offers two or three potentially interesting conflicts. The obvious one is 

that it’s a Civil War picture, and springing from that the fact that the leading lady (Constance 

Towers) is a Confederate, while the two leading men (Wayne and William Holden) are 

Yankees. Then there’s a conflict between Wayne, the military martinet who wants to win, and 

Holden, the civilised surgeon who has a prior commitment to saving lives. 

 But little comes of any of this. The confederates are a load of faceless losers with no 

viewpoint. They run straight into ambushes if they’re grown men, or, if they’re boys, are led 

by their idiot superiors straight into ambushes from which even John Wayne’s conscience 

causes him to pull back. Towers is a spirited heroine – though, like Natalie Wood’s, her 

lipstick never smudges after weeks on the move with the cavalry – and would betray the 

Yankees if she hadn’t have caught evesdropping: but she, like Maureen O’Hara, has to be 

tamed down to ladylikeness by the obsequious behaviour of the NCOs who have the job of 

keeping her out of trouble. Wayne and Holden have half a fist-fight at one point, but duty 

causes them to call it off. 

 Boring cavalry choruses cover the dissolves. 

 In the end Wayne escapes back across the battle-line with his troop, while Holden stays 

on the Confederate side of the river to look after some badly wounded men, even though 

imprisonment in Andersonville will be his inevitable fate. It’s meant to be a balanced 

conclusion; but Holden’s decision seems quixotic and unprofessional – he’d do much more 

good staying with the army. 

 Ford knows about dialectic, but can’t do it. Two viewpoints at once hurt his head. 

 

The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance doesn’t feel like a Ford film at all, there’s so little 

location shooting in it. Suddenly we realise how important Monument Valley had become to 

him, and to us as an emblem of his work. But the steady black-and-white photography gives 

Valance a visual consistency missing from The Searchers. Black and white was chosen, it’s 

been suggested, to facilitate the process by which some characters have to age-up: though 

others say Ford wasn’t given the budget. And it has the best of all Ford’s metaphorical 

Apaches, in the shape of Lee Marvin’s villain, who horsewhips lawyers, flings steaks around 

restaurants, tears up newspapers, wrecks printing presses and intimidates election meetings, 

as to the manner born. He’s a lot more menacing – being younger and more active – even than 

Walter Brennan’s Old Man Clanton in Clementine. And his targets, as can be seen, are ranged 

much wider. 
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 An uncharitable person might say that no-one shot Liberty Valance – he tidied his act up, 

stuck around for a century and a half, became president, and invaded Iraq, with Strother 

Martin (see illustration), as his Vice President and Lee van Cleef as his Secretary of Defense. 

This thought is reinforced some way into the action, when the political content deepens and 

Valance is hired by the cattle barons (unseen masterminds of power and evil, as in Wrath), to 

do their dirty work for them at election time. They want to keep Open Range independence: 

others want statehood. Leading the others is one of the two leads, James Stewart (in his first 

film for Ford), who tries to teach republican citizenship, until the other lead, Wayne, busts up 

his class with the news that Valance is on the warpath, and the Law will have to take a back 

seat while the Gun takes care of things. In a historical perspective we can see that the cattle 

barons, and Valance their hit-man, are on a losing ticket, and the citizens on a very clear 

winning one – but nobody can know that at the time the movie is set. 

 The film has, in other words, a kind of dialogue at its heart which The Searchers lacks, 

and Wayne – less cloudy in his objectives and less obnoxious in his implicit motives than in 

that movie – has an opposing voice to react against. Where Jeffrey Hunter could barely read 

in The Searchers, here it’s Vera Miles who can’t at first read at all, and the literate lawyer 

Stewart who teaches her. Though her character is similar to the one in the previous film, 

Miles here does virtually no arms akimbo acting at all. She falls for Stewart’s educated ways, 

and rejects Wayne’s rougher attractions – especially when, as she and everyone thinks, 

Stewart shoots Valance and becomes, supposedly, the eponymous hero. In fact Wayne shoots 

him, but only he, Stewart, and Woody Strode as Wayne’s black servant, know that. Stewart’s 

political career, based on this lie, takes off, until, in the film’s opening and closing sequences, 

he’s become pompous, and is being tipped for Vice President. Wayne meanwhile has given 

up and hit the bottle, having rendered himself redundant by his own anonymous deed. 

 

 
 

 There are loveable minor characters who could get on our nerves but don’t. John Qualen 

substitutes one Swedish “y” only for an English “j”, and that’s in his very first speech, so it’s 

over fast. Jeanette Nolan, Welles’s indifferent Lady Macbeth, is very good as his wife. As the 

drunken newspaper editor, Edmond O’Brien gives a Thomas Mitchell performance (Mitchell 

died in the year the film was made), while Andy Devine as the cowardly sheriff (much fatter 

than he was twenty-three years previously in Stagecoach), does a first-class imitation of Billy 

Gilbert in His Girl Friday. Even John Carradine turns up, with a new kind of diction than 

hitherto, suggesting dentures. 

 The major cheat is the invisibility of the cattle-barons, who, after all, control Valance, and 

are responsible for the really stupid idea of running him for local representative – a job for 

which even the dumbest can see he’s not conceptually qualified. We forget the big political 

thugs in our fascination with Lee Marvin’s brilliant performance as the little political thug 

(we feel he’s brought John Ford at last into the last part of the twentieth century), and thus 

don’t really see what sleight-of-hand is going on. A very different kind of Other is here 
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silenced. This error is partly mended in Kevin Costner’s Open Range (2003), although there 

again the issue is fudged by casting an English actor (Michael Gambon), as the cattle-baron, 

and giving him an Irish accent. 

 One more cattle-baron candidate turns up in the Carradine scene – a plump rancher with 

whiskers, who’s standing in the election opposite Stewart: but though he looks much more 

respectable, he is, as so often happens, given no voice: in fact, the actor has no lines at all. 

He’s heralded by a stunt rider with a twirling lariat: a new, cheap, show-business version of 

the Old West, the passing of which is one of the film’s main themes. Things were manlier 

when John Wayne ruled with the Gun than now, when James Stewart starts to rule with the 

Law. Wayne’s reign is signalled by a cactus flower which the old Vera Miles puts on his 

coffin in the framing narrative: it’s Stewart who introduces her, and the township, to real, 

(read “sentimental,” or “imported,” or “phoney”) roses. 

 Monument Valley or no Monument Valley, foolish nostalgia for violent days or no, 

Valance brings Ford back on to form. 


