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  CHAPTER 1


  THE CLASSICS


  STAGECOACH—1939


  More than eighty years ago, director John Ford and screenwriter Dudley Nichols combined their talents, and those of star character-actors Claire Trevor, Thomas Mitchell, John Carradine, and newcomer John Wayne, and made Stagecoach, a movie that would forever alter Western film history. It’s been called the Citizen Kane of Westerns—ironic not only because Stagecoach preceded Kane by two years, but also because Orson Welles called Stagecoach “perfect” and watched it forty times while preparing to direct Kane.


  Yet it’s an apt comparison, because those films changed the future of movies, not by an innovation easy to point out, like Technicolor or 3D, but by utilizing all of the aspects of the filmmakers’ arts to tell stories perfectly.


  John Ford had been directing films since 1917, beginning with the silent Western three-reeler The Tornado, and had made nearly sixty Westerns since then. In 1939, with his first of four Oscars under his belt for 1936’s The Informer, he could work anywhere he wanted, with studio bosses like Daryl Zanuck and David O. Selznick happy to bankroll any project he’d like. Only now he wanted to make a Western, a genre he hadn’t touched in thirteen years, since his silent hit 3 Bad Men, which he would remake in 1948 as 3 Godfathers.


  Dan Ford, John Ford’s grandson, says, “He always preferred to work from shorter projects and expand them, rather than work from novels and cut them down. A lot of his movies came from The Saturday Evening Post or Collier’s magazines.” Ford’s son Patrick had read the Ernest Haycox story Stage to Lordsburg in Collier’s, and he told his father it might make a good movie.


  Rarely read today, Haycox was a very popular, very driven Western author in his day, who started in the pulps but, as Haycox biographer Richard Etulain puts it, “took the Western out of the ‘pulps’ and took it into the ‘slicks,’” that is, higher-quality magazines printed on smoother paper. Growing up poor in Oregon, Haycox, like so many of his characters, “had hardscrabble origins. He’s virtually an orphan by the time he’s ten, out on the street, selling newspapers.” In his mid-teens he lied about his age to join the Army and fought under Pershing against Pancho Villa on the Mexican border. He fought in World War I, then graduated from the University of Oregon in 1923 with a bachelor’s degree in journalism. Ernest Hemingway once noted, “I read The Saturday Evening Post whenever it has a serial by Ernest Haycox.”
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  The premise of Haycox’s story is simple: a group of strangers boards a stagecoach to Lordsburg, and a series of unexpected challenges, including an attack by Apaches, reveals who rises to the occasion, and who does not.


  The usual price for film rights to a Collier’s story was $1,100, but Ford paid $2,500 for Stage to Lordsburg. When he tried to set it up at a studio, Ford came up against two powerful objections: it was a Western, and he insisted on casting an unknown in a pivotal role. The once-popular Western genre had fallen out of favor, except with rural and juvenile audiences. In 1930, Fox had spent $2 million making a Western epic, The Big Trail, shot in a new process called Grandeur. Unfortunately, during the Great Depression, exhibitors who had just spent a fortune converting their theaters to play “talkies” had no interest in spending another fortune to convert to wide-screen. Except for in a handful of theaters, the movie played in standard, square 35mm, and it bombed.


  The virtually unknown actor Ford wanted to feature was a former college athlete and propman who had accidently wandered into a scene Ford was directing, startling Ford with how photogenic he was. He was groomed by Ford, given small bits in films until he suddenly got a big break and was cast as the lead in The Big Trail. His name had been Marion Morrison, but they’d changed it to John Wayne. And now Ford wanted Wayne to star in Stagecoach.


  “I don’t think anybody blames a $75-a-week actor when a $2 million picture goes down in flames,” Ford and Wayne biographer Scott Eyman points out. But Wayne had begun starring in B-Westerns and he was “damaged goods as far as they were concerned. After you failed at Fox, you were exiled to Monogram and Republic, and you never got back. It was like Devil’s Island.” Wayne would star in thirty-three B-Westerns in nine years, until John Ford called. He never did a B-picture again.


  Selznick was willing to produce the film, but he wanted stars with big enough names to ensure a profit. Why not Gary Cooper and Marlene Dietrich, instead of Wayne and Trevor? Even though Claire Trevor had been Oscar-nominated in 1937 for Dead End (she’d win in 1948 for Key Largo), she was seen as a B-movie star. But Ford held firm, and the film was eventually put together, Ford’s way, with independent producer Walter Wanger at United Artists.


  Dudley Nichols had won an Oscar for The Informer and would collaborate with Ford on sixteen movies. What he did so masterfully in adapting Stage to Lordsburg was to add urgency, to up the ante for the characters, making them individuals instead of types. No longer just a gambler, John Carradine’s character is a ruined Southern gentleman hiding his shame and eager for a chance to regain his dignity. The Army Girl (Louise Platt) is no longer going to meet her fiancé; she is now Mrs. Lucy Mallory, married to an officer and about to give birth. Thomas Mitchell’s character is no longer just a drunk; he’s a drunk doctor who will have to deliver Mrs. Mallory’s baby. Malpais Bill, now the Ringo Kid, is still on his way to Lordsburg for revenge on Luke Plummer, played by Tom Tyler, but now Ringo is an escaped convict, and the sheriff (George Bancroft) is along for the ride. Henriette, now Dallas, would never tell Ringo, as in the short story, “I run a house in Lordsburg.” Her greatest fear is that he will learn this about her. Now the whiskey drummer (Donald Meek) survives, the Englishman is dropped, and the cattleman is turned into the embezzling banker (Berton Churchill).


  About the only character that hardly changes is the driver, originally Happy, now Buck. Rotund, screechy-voiced Andy Devine was ideal for the part, bringing welcome comedy relief. But he knew the other reason he’d been cast. When Ford got impatient and said, “You big tub of lard. I don’t know why the hell I’m using you in this picture,” Andy replied, “Because Ward Bond can’t drive six horses.” Andy’s son Dennis explains, “He grew up on his father’s ranch outside of Kingman [Arizona], so Dad knew how to drive wagons and horses. Dad did all of it [in the film], the driving in and out of towns and stations. But that wasn’t Dad on the dry lake, the big chase. Not that he couldn’t do it, but because [the studio] was afraid he’d get hurt.”


  When John Wayne came over from Republic, he brought with him Yakima Canutt, arguably the greatest stuntman who ever lived. Most of the convincing fight scenes performed in films since the mid-1930s are based on techniques Canutt and Wayne developed while working together at “poverty row” studios like Mascot, Republic, and Monogram.


  The exterior stagecoach shots were filmed first, in what would become John Ford’s personal trademark, Monument Valley. The exteriors for the opening town of Tonto and closing town of Lordsburg were both shot at Republic Studios. The end was originally planned for daylight but was changed to night to hide the fact that it was the same town, and the night-for-night photography is wonderfully pre-noir noir.


  Andy Devine had seen a rough cut of the film and loved it. But he faced one more scene. Perhaps not so coincidentally, Andy was asked to do a risky stunt on the last day of shooting, so the film could be completed even if something went wrong. Dennis says, “John Ford wasn’t stupid, and frankly, my dad was scared of doing that thing.”


  The scene would come before the big Indian chase. When the stagecoach reaches the hoped-for safety of the river, Buck discovers Geronimo’s Apaches (played by Navajos) have burned the ferry. The script called for two trees to be cut down, lashed to either side of the stage, to float the stage across the river. Ford had already discarded the sequence: “The wranglers tell me it can’t be done.”


  “It can be done,” Yakima Canutt told Ford, “and I think it will look terrific.”

  
  During three days of preparation, Canutt had a Paramount special effects expert build four hollow logs for flotation. Setting up on the Kern River, Canutt rigged an underwater cable to the bottom of the wagon—the cable ran through a pulley to an off-camera truck, which would pull the stagecoach into the river and across to the far side.


  Andy faced that last day of shooting with trepidation. “He didn’t know what was going to happen—the stagecoach could sink or the horses could drown,” his son Dennis says.


  Canutt took the reins for the first take, a long shot, and everything went smoothly. The second shot was set up with the camera mounted to the stagecoach roof, looking over the shoulders of George Bancroft, as the marshal, and Andy. Happily, the river crossing went off without a hitch: no retakes needed.


  Andy was so relieved, he called up friends to go out and celebrate—Clark Gable and Carole Lombard. They had just sat down with him and his wife, Dorothy, at the Brown Derby and ordered their meals when Dorothy went into labor. Dennis was born January 24, 1939, the day Stagecoach wrapped.


  The climactic chase, with Apaches tearing after the coach, was shot over three days at Mojave Desert’s Lucerne Dry Lake Bed, where Ford had previously filmed the land rush sequence for 3 Bad Men. The chase is an astonishing collaboration of the skills of Ford and Canutt.


  The film was completed for just under $550,000, four days over the forty-three-day shooting schedule. Ford was paid $50,000, less than his then-current rate. Trevor, at $15,000, was the highest-paid cast member, with Wayne, at $3,700, the second lowest, making $34 more than Carradine.


  The aftermath of Stagecoach is well known. It made John Wayne a star. Wayne and Ford would have a legendary collaboration on a dozen more films, some of the most highly regarded movies in film history. Grandson Dan Ford reveals another outcome of the success. “It was important to [Ford] because he had a big piece of Stagecoach, a big money-maker, and it sustained his family for the war years, so he could go off in the Navy.” Ford, who saw trouble coming earlier than most Americans, enlisted before the Pearl Harbor attack and went overseas, often handling cameras on the front lines. He achieved the rank of rear admiral and made about a dozen military films, covering subjects as varied as the battle of Midway and sex hygiene.


  Claire Trevor had a splendid career as a leading lady in A-movies and a long and happy marriage. Thomas Mitchell had an unbelievable 1939, starring in not only Stagecoach but in Mr. Smith Goes to Washington and Gone With the Wind. He won the Best Supporting Actor Oscar for Stagecoach, and receiving the award, commented, “I didn’t think . . . I didn’t know I was quite that good.”


  It was also a wonderful year for Ernest Haycox. In addition to Stagecoach, his novel Trouble Shooters became Union Pacific, directed by Cecil B. DeMille and starring Joel McCrea and Barbara Stanwyck. He was brought out to Hollywood to be a screenwriter, but didn’t care for it and soon returned to Oregon, where he wrote successful novels and more than three hundred short stories. Seven movies were made from his stories in his lifetime. He died at the age of fifty-one in 1950, and his widow lived a comfortable life licensing his stories to films and television, and reportedly watched endless hours of Western TV to make sure his stories weren’t being used for free.


  Considering how successful Stagecoach was, and how inexpensive shooting endless stagecoach interiors is, it’s surprising it hasn’t been more frequently imitated. But what it requires is great writing and great acting, and that’s rarely cheap. In 1951’s Rawhide, Tyrone Power and Susan Hayward are menaced at a stagecoach stop, which certainly has similarities to Stagecoach, as do virtually all of the Randolph Scott/Budd Boetticher films of the 1960s.


  Other influences are not so obvious. Eyman asks, “Would Alfred Hitchcock’s Lifeboat exist without Stagecoach? [It’s] Stagecoach on the water, basically.” To be fair, others have claimed that Stagecoach is just Grand Hotel on wheels, but of course, without Apaches.


  On television, the economy of the setup inspired episodes of many series, including The Rebel, Cheyenne, and The Rifleman. In fact, Quentin Tarantino explained to Deadline Hollywood that these cut-rate Stagecoaches, particularly The Virginian, Bonanza, and The High Chaparral, were his inspiration for The Hateful Eight. “Twice per season, those shows would have an episode where a bunch of outlaws would . . . come to the Ponderosa, or go to Judge Garth’s place . . . and take hostages. There would be a guest star like David Carradine, Darren McGavin, Claude Akins, Robert Culp, Charles Bronson, or James Coburn. I thought, ‘What if I did a movie starring nothing but those characters? No heroes, no Michael Landons. Just a bunch of nefarious guys in a room, all telling backstories that may or may not be true. Trap those guys together in a room with a blizzard outside, give them guns and see what happens.’” In 2018, the final segment of the Coen Brothers’ The Ballad of Buster Scruggs, “The Mortal Remains,” is an even more direct descendent of Stagecoach.


  Then there were the remakes. In 1966, 20th Century Fox released its new take on Stagecoach, directed by Gordon Douglas, who’d started directing Our Gang comedies and helmed highly regarded Westerns like Rio Conchos (1964). Ann-Margaret is Dallas, Alex Cord is Ringo, with Oscar-winner Red Buttons filling in for Donald Meek, Mike Connors for Carradine, Bing Crosby for Mitchell, and Slim Pickens for Andy Devine. Fox’s executives spent money on this one: the action is longer and bloodier, the locations are beautiful, and they even commissioned Norman Rockwell to paint one of the handsomest movie posters ever made. They made a film that’s adequate if you haven’t seen the original but tedious if you have.


  And perhaps the studio bosses knew it. As Pauline Kael noted, “Probably in no other art except movies can new practitioners legally eliminate competition from the past. A full-page notice in Variety gave warning that 20th Century Fox . . . “would ‘vigorously’ prosecute the exhibition of the 1939 original . . . one of the most highly regarded and influential movies ever made.” Or as John Carradine told Hollywood Snapshots author Michael B. Druxman, “They deserved to lose their shirts on the remake. Nobody could have been better than John Wayne, Berton Churchill, Thomas Mitchell, or me. Great classics should never be remade.”


  The 1986 version of Stagecoach is far worse, sadly, as it might have been wonderful. Starring Willie Nelson, Kris Kristofferson, Johnny Cash, and Waylon Jennings, it was planned as a musical, with songs by Willie Nelson. Then half the budget disappeared, and except for the theme by Nelson, the music was never recorded. Kristofferson remembers, “It had a lot of trouble getting started, and we ended up in the stagecoach for most of it.” A brief appearance by Lash LaRue toward the end was the only link to a real Western.


  Claire Trevor told Druxman, “Stagecoach was the only thing I’ve ever done that couldn’t have been done in another medium. It used the motion picture camera and music, folk songs with symphonic arrangements, that, up to that time, had never been done before.” She said it best.


  OLD YELLER—1957


  In 1956, Fred Gipson stunned readers when his new novel began, “He made me so mad at first that I wanted to kill him. Then later, when I had to kill him, it was like having to shoot some of my own folks. That’s how much I’d come to think of the big yeller dog.” Still read in schools across the country, frequently in conjunction with watching the film, it’s often cited as the book that first revealed to readers that the written word could make them cry.


  Inspired by the tales Gipson’s Texas pioneer grandparents told him, Old Yeller is about an adolescent boy, Travis; his kid brother, Arliss; and their mother who, with father away on a cattle drive, are helped by a huge, lop-eared yellow dog who wanders onto their homestead to steal food, and becomes their protector. Walt Disney bought the book and rejected all entreaties to soften its ending: this was the story readers had made a bestseller, and this was the story he would tell.


  With only seven characters, the cast had to be strong: Father was Fess Parker, an international sensation as Davy Crockett; lovely Dorothy Maguire, Oscar-nominated for 1947’s Gentlemen’s Agreement, was Mother. And in a memorable appearance, soon-to-be Rifleman star Chuck Connors was the neighbor who owns Yeller but kindly trades him for a horny-toad.


  But the movie truly belongs to the children and the dog. Tommy Kirk had already starred in The Hardy Boys serials on The Mickey Mouse Club. He didn’t have to audition, “because I was under contract already. The script arrived and they said, you have your wardrobe fittings next Wednesday.” Kevin Corcoran, who’d play Arliss, was also a Mickey Mouse Club alumnus. “We were about five years apart,” Kirk recalls. They would co-star in six Disney movies, including Swiss Family Robinson and The Shaggy Dog, usually playing brothers. “Kevin was the person I was most close to at Disney. We became very good friends and remained so until he recently passed away.”


  Beverly Washburn played Lisbeth, diligent daughter of the hilariously shiftless Bud Searcy (Jeff York), the only man left home to look after “the women-folk” during the cattle drive. He’d previously played Mike Fink opposite Fess Parker in the Davy Crockett TV series. Washburn, a well-respected child actress, had starred in the pilots of both Superman and Wagon Train, but unlike the boys, Washburn was not signed to Disney, “And I really didn’t think I had a chance (to get the part); they were doing the Mickey Mouse Club and there were so many that could have been wonderful. But I went in and read, I met Walt Disney, and when I got the phone call that I had gotten the role, I was just thrilled!” Robert Stevenson, the only Walt Disney director ever to receive an Oscar nomination, for Mary Poppins, had directed Washburn twice before and had gone to bat for her.


  The big, beautiful mongrel who played Yeller was Spike; he’d been rescued from a shelter by the legendary Weatherwax brothers, who’d trained Lassie. Spike was treated well, Washburn remembers with a laugh. “His dressing room was bigger than mine!” Spike didn’t have a stand-in: they couldn’t find another dog who looked like him. “Yakima Canutt was in charge of all the animal fights,” Kirk explains. “The encounter between the dog and the bear, and the dog and the wolf.” Most of what looked like fighting was play, and Canutt, cinema’s finest stuntman, made sure that none were hurt.


  It was a happy set, in large part due to Stevenson. “He was so gentle and patient and kind,” Kirk says. “He’s the kind of guy you’d kill yourself to please him.” Old Yeller was a perfect mix of joy and sadness and hope. Kirk says, “Universal themes, like love and loss, are the stuff of great art, and great artists can tap that vein successfully, even if it’s only for a moment.” With a screenplay by Gipson and William Tunberg, Yeller was a hit, earning a then-remarkable $13.6 million in its initial release, and winning the Motion Picture Exhibitor’s 1958 Golden Laurel for Top General Entertainment.


  Six years later, Disney released a sequel, Savage Sam, from another Gipson novel. They brought back Kirk and Corcoran but not Washburn. “I had a commitment to do another film,” she recalls ruefully, “and I wasn’t a big enough name that they would wait for me.” They should have waited, and done a rewrite. Despite the original screenwriters and a strong cast—Brian Keith, Slim Pickens—Savage Sam couldn’t decide whether it was a sequel to Old Yeller or a remake of The Searchers. “I hated the script,” Kirk admits. “I hated [director] Norman Tokar.” Still, Kirk gave such a powerful performance that he was cast as the youngest offspring in The Sons of Katie Elder. Then a party he was attending got raided, and marijuana was found. “And I ended up in a jail cell. And I was immediately replaced on Katie Elder.” Tommy Kirk and Beverly Washburn remained not only close friends but were neighbors, until his passing in 2021.


  Spike would go on to star in two highly regarded Western TV series, with Brian Keith in Sam Peckinpah’s The Westerner (1960) and as sidekick to Ralph Taeger in 1967’s Hondo. He also guested ten times, always as a different character, on Lassie.


  THE HORSE SOLDIERS—1959


  Lovely Constance Towers became a star when she played the female lead in two John Ford Westerns back-to-back: 1959’s The Horse Soldiers and 1960’s Sergeant Rutledge.


  What was Ford looking for in an actress? Towers recalls: “Pappy had a way of looking at women: she was to be respected, kind of on a pedestal. But she had to have a lot of spunk and fire. She was feminine, but had a backbone and was always a lady.”


  The courtly Ford insisted that Towers be treated that way while filming. “No one ever used bad language around any women on any Pappy Ford set. We had tea in the afternoon, and it was all very gentlemanly. He treated you like a lady wants to be treated; but you had to have a sense of humor, because if you didn’t catch the subliminal things that went by you, it was a big disappointment to him.”


  In The Horse Soldiers, Towers played Southern belle Miss Hannah Hunter, whose home is occupied by Union troops under Col. John Marlowe (played by John “Duke” Wayne). Hunter does her best to sabotage the colonel’s plans, though she gradually becomes romantically drawn to him, and to his medical officer and nemesis, Maj. Henry Kendall (William Holden).


  “I was singing in the Persian Room of the Plaza Hotel [New York City] and [producer] Martin Rackin saw me and invited me to Hollywood to meet Ford. The fact that I was Irish probably didn’t hurt. He screen-tested five of us; Gena Rowlands was one, and Joanna Moore. I had a call from an assistant to be at the Blessed Sacrament’s church Monday afternoon. I was to sit midway in a pew and wait. I sat, and someone behind me whispered in my ear, ‘You got the part.’ It was Ford, and he insisted on leaving and not talking to me, which was typical of him. It was always intrigue.”


  For three months, Ford filmed exterior scenes in Mississippi and Louisiana, with Towers starring opposite two of Hollywood’s most dynamic leading men, Wayne and Holden. “They were delightful to work with,” she says. “They took care of me.”


  She refutes claims that the two didn’t get along. “They even took an evening off. They cooked up a scheme [claiming that] in the dailies, Duke’s teeth looked discolored. He went into Shreveport with Bill, supposedly to have his teeth cleaned, and, of course, they had a night on the town. The next morning, we’re all waiting for them on location. Off in the distance, you saw this car driving in fast. They stopped, and John and Bill got out, looking like they hadn’t been to bed at all, and Pappy Ford had all the stuntmen lined up to smell their breath.


  “But they were very different personalities. John Wayne was as big, friendly, as open as he was on the screen; terrific with fans. He’d be riding all day and acting, come back mud-caked, and he’d stand and talk to young people.


  “I heard one young man saying, ‘My dad won’t let me have the car on Saturday night.’ And Duke asked, ‘Well, when was the last time you offered to wash that car?’ The boy said, ‘I haven’t.’ Duke said, ‘Why don’t you? Maybe your dad will give it to you. Now I have another piece of advice. When is the last time you told your dad you loved him?’ The boy kind of put his head down. ‘Go home and try that. That’ll work, too.’


  “Bill Holden was the opposite. He was very shy, and he believed strongly that the performance he was paid to put on the screen was all he owed the public. People would ask him for his autograph, and he’d refuse. He was the nicest, most polite gentleman, but he was just the opposite of Duke.”


  The shoot was enjoyable, but it was not easy. “Louisiana has swamps, and anything that happened on my horse, I had to do, except for one horse fall into the water. They had a stuntman do that,” she says.


  Ford appointed two men to look after her whenever she was on horseback. “Freddie Kennedy and Slim Hightower were wonderful old stuntmen. In the film, one’s ahead of me and one’s behind me, but we rode through a forest going what felt like a hundred miles an hour through these trees. It was a tough location, but wonderful.”


  On the very last day on location, during the very last shot, an unexpected tragedy occurred.


  “Freddie was doing his last fall,” Towers says. “It was a simple shoulder fall, and Duke had told me to stand behind the camera and to run in. And they wouldn’t call ‘Cut’ until I had given Freddie a kiss on the cheek. I ran in, and when I picked up his head, I realized that he was mortally hurt. He’d fallen and broken his neck, so I really was the last person to hold him. He died on the way to the hospital, which certainly cast a pall on the closing shot of the location.”


  She loved the stuntmen and remembered especially how Ford looked after them: “Pappy didn’t pay them until their last weekend, so they would take money home. He gave them enough per diem to survive, but on location, there wasn’t much you could do with it, but gamble.”


  After nearly fifty years, Towers takes great pleasure in her memories: “You take it in stride, then later look back, and it’s just amazing. To be in my first big, big film, with those actors, and have it be just joyous all the time, and John Ford guiding everybody. It was a rare and wonderful experience.”


  TRUE GRIT—1969


  “Who is the best marshal they have?”


  “The meanest one is Rooster Cogburn. He is a pitiless man, double-tough, and fear don’t enter into his thinking.”


  “Where can I find this Rooster?”


  Half a century ago, audiences awaited the premiere of True Grit with some trepidation. After all, its star, John Wayne, had lost a lung to cancer. He’d done movies since, but none as vigorous as this, and his recent film, The Green Berets, had received a tepid-to-terrible reception due to its gung-ho support of the nation-polarizing Vietnam War. Joyously, his fans’ doubts were misplaced. It was a wonderful story, a wonderful film, and Wayne’s performance would earn an Oscar.

  
  True Grit is the story of fourteen-year-old Mattie Ross’s battle for justice after her father’s murderer escapes into Indian Territory. Mattie hires notoriously tough and disreputable Rooster Cogburn and, joined by Texas Ranger Le Boeuf, they try to bring the killer back to Judge Parker’s court for trial.


  When Wayne read Charles Portis’s novel, his Batjac Productions immediately bid for the film rights, only to be outbid by legendary producer Hal Wallis, who four years earlier had produced The Sons of Katie Elder with Wayne! Duke confronted Wallis and learned to his surprise that Wallis had bought it intending for Wayne to star.


  To write and direct, Wallis brought in the pair he’d teamed for 5 Card Stud, Marguerite Roberts and Henry Hathaway. Roberts was ideal for Westerns; her grandfather had been a sheriff, her father a town marshal. “Daddy put me on a horse before I knew how to walk,” she would tell Tina Daniell. “I was weaned on stories about gunfighters and their doings, and I know all the lingo, too.” She’d scripted pictures for Gable, Peck, Mitchum, and Tracy, but for a decade, she hadn’t written anything that reached the screen. She’d joined the Communist Party in the 1930s, quit in the 1940s, but when questioned by the House Committee on Un-American Activities, she refused to name names and was blacklisted. Would Wayne, who’d supported the blacklist, even read her script? Yes; and often thereafter he’d say it was the best screenplay he’d ever read. Portis, who visited the set, notes, “The screenplay stayed pretty close to the book. I noticed that . . . Hathaway used the book itself, with the pages much underlined, when he was setting up scenes.”


  Hathaway began as a child actor in Allan Dwan Westerns in 1909. By age fourteen he was a propboy at Universal, and after serving in the Army in World War I was back in Hollywood, assisting masters like Victor Fleming, Joseph von Sternberg, and Ernst Lubitsch. Between 1932 and 1933 he directed seven Zane Grey Westerns for Paramount starring Randolph Scott.


  Hathaway had known Wayne since they were both silent-movie propmen, and he’d already directed Wayne in five movies. But, as Hathaway himself explained it, “To be a good director, you’ve got to be a bastard. I’m a bastard and I know it.” Stuntman Gary Combs, who’d come to True Grit straight from The Wild Bunch, explains it more generously. “Henry knew everybody’s job on the set just as well as he did his own, ’cause he’d been around for so long.” He had no patience and screamed at actors.


  Rosemary’s Baby star Mia Farrow had agreed to play Mattie, but Robert Mitchum, who’d made 5 Card Stud with Hathaway, warned Farrow against working with him. Farrow asked Wallis to replace Hathaway with Rosemary’s Baby director Roman Polanski. That was the end for Mia, who years later would tell The Independent that turning down the roll of Mattie “was the worst career choice I ever made.” Wayne asked Katharine Ross, his co-star in The Hellfighters, about the role. She recalls: “I read the book, and she was fourteen, and I thought that I was too old, so I didn’t do it. What an idiot.” She made Butch Cassidy instead.


  Then Wallis saw Kim Darby in an episode of Run for Your Life, and knew he’d found Mattie Ross. Although age twenty-two, with a newborn baby, and divorcing James Stacy, she gave a convincing performance as the feisty fourteen-year-old.


  For the role of Le Boeuf, Wallis cast Elvis Presley, who’d shown his acting talent in the Western Flaming Star. All that Col. Tom Parker, Elvis’ Svengali, demanded was that Elvis be billed above Wayne. Elvis was out, and in was country singer and first-time actor Glen Campbell.


  Puzzlingly, Jay Silverheels, The Lone Ranger’s Tonto, has a no-lines role as one of three men hanged when Mattie first arrives at Fort Smith. A look at the novel and screenplay reveals that originally each man had a speech, drawn from newspaper accounts, but all were cut from the film. It was a memorable scene for Combs, who doubled for Campbell and Robert Duvall, and was also up on the scaffold. “[We wore] leggings with cables that went under your instep, and up to a harness on your hip, so when you drop, you hit on your insteps, not your neck.” They wore hoods. “The trapdoor was pretty small, and when you drop, you don’t want to hit your head. I’d pulled the hood out in front so I could see the floor. Henry’s rolling camera, and as hangman Guy Wilkerson comes by me, he jerks my hood down! My hands were tied behind my back, but they just had these little [fake] things wrapped around. So I snuck my hand out, pulled the hood out, and nobody saw it. Because I didn’t want to go through that hole off-center and catch my nose on the edge.”


  The story was set in Arkansas, but Portis learned that during the making of How the West Was Won Hathaway had “marked down that stand of yellow aspens in the mountains near Montrose, and was determined to make [a] Western there.” It was shot largely in the tiny town of Ridgway, Colorado, where Portis got to meet Duke. “Wayne was no letdown. He was actually bigger than his image on the screen, both in stature and presence.” Wayne was, in fact, so big that casting notices for extras said they had to be at least 5'10", so they wouldn’t look like munchkins next to him.


  For Luster Bayless, wardrobe man on a dozen Wayne movies, the smallest item was his biggest challenge: the eye patch. Wayne insisted on being able to see through the patch, and after much experimentation, Bayless concocted a patch using window-screen mesh and gauze. There are always duplicates for key wardrobe items, but, he recalled, “John wanted a fresh patch every day, because they got dirty.” Also, Wayne had put on weight. “He had some trouble getting on and off the horse. I had a stretchy fabric for his pants, that made it easier.”


  One unanticipated problem was just how scared Darby was of horses. Something as simple as leading her horse in a natural way was so difficult for her that, Combs remembers, “Henry went nuts. He got a fire hose—he was gonna hose her down, and the assistants came and calmed him down, and finally we got the shot.” Nearly all of her riding was done by stuntwoman Polly Burson. “They made a mask of my face out of clay,” Darby told the L.A. Times, “and she would wear that.”


  Glen Campbell was also not too experienced on a horse, “so they gave me a Shetland pony,” he’d said. It wasn’t quite that, but it did, purposely, look silly next to Wayne’s steed. Campbell wasn’t an experienced actor, “but The Duke promised that he could drag me through it alright.” The modest Campbell often joked that his own poor acting made Wayne look so good that he won an Oscar.


  Western film icon Wayne and ingenue co-star Kim Darby developed a great rapport on the set of True Grit. According to an interview by Susan King in the Los Angeles Times in 2011, Darby “fondly recall[ed] working with Wayne. ‘He was there on the set before anyone else and knew every line perfectly.’” Among the powerful supporting performances were Robert Duvall as Ned Pepper. “John Wayne, he was a wonderful man,” Duvall remembers. “But Henry Hathaway—we won’t talk about him.” And in a single scene, as a rustler who gets his fingers cut off, Dennis Hopper makes an indelible impression. He and Hathaway had clashed so famously on From Hell to Texas that Hopper became unemployable in features for years, until Hathaway hired him for The Sons of Katie Elder.


  They’d shot most of the final scene, with Mattie offering Rooster a place in her family’s cemetery, but when they returned the next morning, there were four inches of snow on the ground. It looked so beautiful that Hathaway scrapped the previous day’s footage and shot it all over again. “Wayne wanted to jump the horse over the fence,” remembers Combs. “So we took [stuntman] Chuck Hayward’s falling horse, Twinkle Toes. He looked just like the horse that Duke was riding. Hayward and I were on either side, out of camera range, to protect him, but he jumped over the fence and rode off. He was fine.”


  John Wayne’s granddaughter, Anita La Cava Swift, had seen his movies at home. “But,” she said, “the first one I saw in a theater was True Grit. My very best friend was Alfred Hitchcock’s granddaughter, and I didn’t know my grandfather was as famous as he was until he won the Academy Award, and Alfred Hitchcock said, ‘Make sure you tell your grandfather that I said congratulations,’ I thought, okay, my grandfather is big-time!”


  John Wayne left the Sonora set of Undefeated to attend the Academy Awards and receive his Oscar. When he returned, he was greeted by a strange sight: Bayless had outfitted every member of the cast and crew with an eye patch to welcome him back.


  There were attempts to re-create the magic of True Grit over the years, including a sequel, Rooster Cogburn, co-starring Wayne with Katharine Hepburn, a reworking of her African Queen, with Wayne in the Bogart role; and the TV movie True Grit—A Further Adventure, starring Warren Oates. They’re both watchable, but only the 2010 remake by the Coen brothers holds a candle to the original.


  THE WILD BUNCH, AND BUTCH CASSIDY AND THE SUNDANCE KID—1969


  Every period picture, consciously or not, reflects two periods, the time in which the story is set, and the time the film is made. Half a century ago, in the summer of 1969, the tumult of the times was inescapable. The “Summer of Love” of 1967, when hippies and flower-power and LSD were supposed to save the world, had been followed by the ghastly 1968, with the assassinations of Martin Luther King Jr. and Bobby Kennedy, riots at the Chicago Democratic Convention, the seemingly endless Vietnam War and, good or bad, the election of President Richard M. Nixon.


  Out of this maelstrom came two Western movies. Each was directed by a TV-trained World War II Marine veteran, each budgeted at the then princely sum of about $6 million, and each fictionally recast and enlarged the legendary story of Butch Cassidy’s Hole-in-the-Wall Gang, aka The Wild Bunch. At the box office, Butch would earn $102 million, four Oscars, and three more nominations. Wild Bunch would earn $638,000, two Oscar nominations, and no awards. Two of the finest films of the 20th century, their popularity today is far greater than when they were made, and their influence on films released since is incalculable.


  Although the two stories have remarkably different tones, the historical inspirations for the plots are remarkably alike. In the early 1900s, an outlaw gang learns in the midst of a holdup that they’ve been set up; a railroad magnate has spent a small fortune to assemble a super-posse to track them down and kill them. The posse in Butch is a faceless enemy. In The Wild Bunch they are a big part of the story, led by former associate Deke Thornton (Robert Ryan). In both films, the gang flees south of the border. In Wild Bunch, the gang stays together, goes as far as Mexico, and becomes involved with revolutionaries. In Butch, the gang splits up in the United States, and Butch, Sundance, and Etta flee all the way to Bolivia, and restart their criminal careers.


  [image: The bounty hunters from  The Wild Bunch, a remarkable collection of what Strother Martin called “prairie scum.” (standing, l.-r.): Strother Martin, Bill Shannon, Robert Ryan, Bill Hart, L. Q. Jones; (kneeling, l.-r.): Buck Holland, Paul Harper, and Robert “Buzz” Henry. Courtesy Warner Bros.]
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  The longer gestation was for Butch. Novelist, playwright, and screen-writer William Goldman started researching the life of Cassidy in the late 1950s. He wrote his first drafts while teaching at Princeton. As he recalls in his book Adventures in the Screen Trade, “The Wild Bunch consisted of some of the most murderous figures in Western history. Arrogant, brutal men. And yet, here running things was Cassidy. Why? The answer is incredible but true: People just liked him.” Goldman loved that while Sundance was a brooding killer, Butch had never even injured anyone during his outlaw career. Goldman had already had success in Hollywood with 1966’s Harper, the Paul Newman detective film, when producer Paul Monash bought the Butch script for $400,000, the highest price paid for a screenplay at that time. It’s frequently been cited as the best screenplay ever written. It won the Oscar.


  The Wild Bunch was the brainchild of stuntman and Marlboro Man–model Roy Sickner. While not a writer, he’d worked in many Westerns, including Nevada Smith and Peckinpah’s ill-fated Major Dundee. He had an idea for a Western about some outlaws who move down to Mexico to escape the law, and get into more trouble. Though more about action than plot and characters, Peckinpah was encouraging, as was Sickner’s drinking buddy Lee Marvin, a big star since his 1966 Best Actor Oscar for Cat Ballou, who attached himself to the project. Katy Haber, who worked with Sam Peckinpah in various production roles on eight movies, says the story really took shape when Sickner teamed up with young screenwriter Walon Green. “It had been a Civil War film, but it was Walon Green who placed it in the Mexican revolution.” Green, a Beverly Hills kid, had visited Mexico on a nature program as a teen and fell in love with the country and its people. He went to college in Mexico City and absorbed the nation’s history. Though then a writer with no movie credits, he had talent and knowledge, and when he teamed with co-writer Peckinpah, they shaped the screenplay into something magnificent.


  Professionally, Sam Peckinpah was on shaky ground when The Wild Bunch came along. Ride the High Country had been a sleeper hit, especially overseas. But his follow-up, Major Dundee, with forty-two minutes slashed from Sam’s cut, was not the film he meant it to be, and it bombed. Next, he began directing Steve McQueen in The Cincinnati Kid but was fired after a week for filming an unscripted nude scene. He was hired to write and direct Villa Rides! but when star Yul Brynner complained that Villa wasn’t coming off as heroic enough, Peckinpah was replaced by writer Robert Towne and director Buzz Kulick. He hadn’t directed in two years.


  George Roy Hill also had his troubles. Robert Crawford Jr., who would produce eight movies for Hill and describes himself as “Sancho Panza to his Man of La Mancha,” recalls, “George got fired off Hawaii three times. And he was let go in post-production on Thoroughly Modern Millie.” But unlike Peckinpah’s situation, “Millie was a terrific success. So was Hawaii, and his agent then sent him Butch Cassidy.” Paul Newman and Steve McQueen had been cast as the leads, but with Newman as Sundance. “George [tells] Newman, ‘You’re not right for Sundance. You should be playing Butch.’ Newman says, ‘This is kind of comedy, and I don’t do comedy well.’ George said, ‘No, this is a tragedy, and you’ll be terrific as Butch.’ He convinced Paul to take Butch. McQueen said, ‘That’s great, but I don’t want to play Sundance.’” It may seem surprising that Robert Redford wasn’t the natural choice for Sundance, but until Butch made him a star, he was considered a light comedy actor, not a dramatic lead.


  [image: Chased by a relentless posse, with the only possible escape being a leap from a cliff into a river, Robert Redford (left) as Sundance, is about to tell Paul Newman (right) as Butch that he can’t swim, in Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid Courtesy 20th Century Fox ]
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  Katharine Ross, who would play Etta Place, recalls, “The first script I got was called The Sundance Kid and Butch Cassidy.” She was a natural for Westerns. “I started riding when I was seven.” One of the last of the contract players at Universal, she’d guested on many Western series, and her first feature-film role was as James Stewart’s daughter in the anti-war Western Shenandoah. “I really got that because of the Gunsmoke I did that Andy McLaglen [who would also direct Shenandoah] directed.” She got the role of Etta in part because she’d become a star, and an Oscar nominee, for her wonderful performance opposite Dustin Hoffman in The Graduate. Also, as Hill noted in his audio commentary on Butch, “She came on the picture basically because I thought she was the sexiest girl I’d ever seen . . . just ravishingly beautiful.”


  As the Wild Bunch script evolved, Lee Marvin began to have real doubts. Pike Bishop was becoming more and more like his character in 1966’s The Professionals, plus same locale, same uniforms; he didn’t want to be typed. When he was offered $1 million to co-star with Clint Eastwood in the musical Western Paint Your Wagon, he took it. That gave William Holden the chance to give the performance of his career. Fifty, but looking far more world-weary, Holden had been giving repetitive performances in mediocre films; he’d been convicted of manslaughter after a drunk-driving accident in Italy. He knew Pike Bishop’s desperation, when all you have left is pride. He wasn’t the studio’s first choice, but Peckinpah held firm. “You know, Ernie Borgnine wasn’t their first choice either,” Haber remembers. After his Oscar for Marty, he’d squandered his talent on dross like McHale’s Navy. “But Sam was emphatic. Proof is in the pudding in the film—that relationship was brilliant.”


  Most of the rest of the cast was made up of Peckinpah regulars, all doing exceptional work. Among the gang were Warren Oates and Ben Johnson, both on the eve of stardom, as the Gorch brothers. As Paul Seydor, director of the Oscar-nominated The Wild Bunch: An Album in Montage, says, “Tell me another movie in which you believe two men are brothers more than in The Wild Bunch.” New to the Peckinpah fold was Bo Hopkins as Crazy Lee, the first of the Bunch to die, but making a strong impression with his character’s affable menace. It was an unforgettable time in his life because, he says, “I got to work with my heroes. Bill Holden got me into two pictures. Ernest Borgnine became like a father to me till the day he died. Robert Ryan helped me do my first interview, because I didn’t know what to say.” He remembers preparing for the scene where he holds the railroad customers hostage, forcing them to march and sing hymns, “and Dub Taylor stayed up all night with me, helping me sing ‘Shall We Gather at the River,’ ’cause I hadn’t memorized the whole song.”


  Between TV and movies, L. Q. Jones appeared in practically everything Sam Peckinpah did, here teamed with Strother Martin as bounty hunters who came off like a degenerate Abbott and Costello. Edmond O’Brien, Oscar-winner for The Barefoot Contessa, has a delightful turn as Freddy Sykes, a geezer who recalls Walter Huston in Treasure of the Sierra Madre, one of Peckinpah’s favorite films. L. Q. recalls, “Eddie was so ill all the way through the picture that I spent two weeks at Eddie’s place seeing they were feeding him right, that he was doing what the doctor told him to. Sam spaced his shooting out so Eddie didn’t have to work two days in a row. He was sweating blood, but he was getting the work done.” Remarkably, O’Brien would recover and live another fifteen years.


  Another great performance was delivered by Emilio “El Indio” Fernandez as Mapache, the terrifyingly erratic rebel leader. A unique figure in Mexican history, Fernandez was a star actor, director and a convicted killer. L. Q. remembers, “He was also a military hero for Mexico. He came in one day to get me, and I was studying at my Spanish. He loved it, so after that, every day I came to his place so he could teach me some more Spanish. But I was petrified of the man, because the first day on the show, he tried to kill a waiter for giving him the wrong food.”


  The music from the two films could not have been more different. Jerry Fielding composed the score for The Wild Bunch and five other Peckinpah films. W. K. Stratton, author of The Wild Bunch, the
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  [image: John Wayne and the eleven boys he hires to drive his cattle in 1972’s The Cowboys (from left): A Martinez, Stephen Hudis, Mike Pyeatt, Norman Howell, Steve Benedict, Nicolas Beauvy, Sam O’Brien, Bob Carradine, Al Barker Jr., Sean Kelly, John Wayne, and Clay O’Brien. Courtesy Warner Bros.]
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  [image: The Keach boys are the James boys, and the Carradines are the Youngers in Walter Hill’s The Long Riders. (l.-r.): Robert Carradine, David Carradine, Randy Quaid, Dennis uaid (partially blocked), Stacy Keach, James Keach, and Keith Carradine. Courtesy United Artists]
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  [image:  The cowboys of Lonesome Dove left to right: Robert Urich (back to the camera), Timothy Scott, Tommy Lee Jones, D. B. Sweeney, Robert Duvall, Danny Glover, and Ricky Schroder. Credit: Bill Wittliff, courtesy of Wittliff Collections, Texas State University ]

  
    

  

  

  

  

  

  

  DANCES WITH WOLVES—1990 (A QUARTER-CENTURY TRIBUTE)


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  
  ABOUT THE AUTHOR

  HENRY C. PARKE IS A BROOKLYN-BORN, L.A.-BASED WRITER AND GRADUATE of New York University’s film and television program. He has been Film & TV Editor for True West since 2015; has written Henry’s Western Round-up, an online report on Western film production, since 2010; and writes twice-monthly articles for the INSP Channel’s blog. His screenwriting credits include Speedtrap (1977) and Double Cross (1994). He’s the first writer welcomed into the Western Writers of America for his work in electronic media. Henry has recorded audio commentary for nearly thirty Western Blu-rays and is featured in the Turner Classic Movies documentary short TCM Movie Fanatics: Westerns. Henry has been married to his wife, Stephanie, for more than thirty years, and their daughter, Sabrina, is a documentary producer.


OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_006.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
HENRY C. PARKE AND-TRUE WEST MAGAZINE





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_002.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_003.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_004.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_005.jpg





