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			Prologue: Why Westerns Still Matter

			
				John Ford and John Wayne taught us how to be men.

				—JOHN MILIUS

				I’ve played the kind of man I’d like to have been.

				—JOHN WAYNE

			

			Why do I love Westerns? Maybe I like to see men trying to do the right thing, often against tremendous odds and often for the protection of women and children, who are frequently as tough and feisty as the men who do the actual fighting. Though mostly written by men for men, the Western lays claim to anyone who loves storytelling because it is an inherently dramatic form—usually a quest narrative that follows the hero’s progression from innocence to experience, ignorance to knowledge, shame to redemption, outcast to community. Sometimes the trajectory is reversed, a fall from grace. These are all human journeys. They transcend any one demographic.

			As a fan of Westerns, I’m not alone among women. And despite historian Garry Wills’s observation that “It is easy to see why so few women are fans of John Wayne,” a handful of women writers have written encomiums to the stoic, sometimes bullying, sometimes tender archetypal hero embodied by Duke Wayne; writers such as Joan Didion, film critic Molly Haskell, and New York Times columnists Maureen Dowd and Alessandra Stanley have described their appreciation of Westerns and of one Western star in particular: John “Duke” Wayne, born Marion Morrison in Winterset, Iowa, in 1907.

			
			“When John Wayne rode through my childhood, and perhaps through yours, he determined forever the shape of certain of our dreams,” wrote Didion in 1965 after visiting the set of The Sons of Katie Elder, a Western starring Wayne directed by Henry Hathaway. Amazingly, it was Wayne’s 136th picture, and he would go on to make 17 more. In a piece titled “John Wayne, a Love Story” for the Saturday Evening Post, she recalled the first time she saw Wayne on-screen, in the summer of 1943: “Saw the walk, heard the voice. Heard him tell the girl in a picture called War of the Wildcats that he would build her a house ‘at the bend in the river where the cottonwoods grow.’ ” That line of dialogue has haunted her, she writes, a bit wistfully; it is “still the line I wait to hear.”

			In 1976, Molly Haskell visited the set of John Wayne’s last film, The Shootist, in which he plays an aging gunfighter, John Bernard Books, who is dying of cancer. As sometimes happens with actors who become icons in their own time, the movie’s universe merged with reality: in 1964, cancer had claimed one of John Wayne’s lungs, and the strength and vitality for which he had been justly celebrated was noticeably diminished. In “Wayne, Westerns, and Women,” Haskell writes of her visit to the Burbank, California, set: “I am here because I consider Wayne one of the great movie actors of all time—a view not universally held among my fellow film critics.” She describes identifying with masculine movie heroes—instead of their wives or sweethearts—when she and her friends were tree-climbing tomboys: “We rode the range and slept under the stars and shot bad guys with the best of the men.” It was an unwelcome revelation as she matured that she was supposed to identify not with the male hero but with “the little woman” keeping the turf fires burning at home on the prairie—a revelation I shared as I entered my own teenage years.

			
			For Haskell, Wayne evolved from role model in youth to, on one level, “the father figure who has come home to us, the father who will make, has made, the world safe for us so that we may explore and find ourselves.” Noting how audiences in the mid-1970s abandoned the Western, Haskell goes on to declare her appreciation of the Western hero as embodied by John Wayne:

			
				[He] was paternal without being a patriarch; he was involved in an action cinema that concentrated on male friendships but he was not a symbol of machismo. If we didn’t desert him, it was because he didn’t desert us. He never seemed to be fleeing the grasp of a woman, the strings of domesticity. Often his quest was motivated by a woman, by some great love. And the fact that he wasn’t a ladies’ man, a womanizer who winked at every passing dame, made him more attractive.

			

			When his character does pursue a woman, Wayne “doesn’t immediately see her in terms of her sexual possibilities, doesn’t force her into a romantic mold to satisfy male fantasy.” As Haskell notes, Wayne was usually paired with mature women, not starlets—Maureen O’Hara, Patricia Neal, Colleen Dewhurst, Katharine Hepburn. “He doesn’t need sweet young things to bolster his ego,” Haskell writes. “Wayne has had the most startlingly rich and sensual relationships with mature women.” Wayne is masculine but not macho, which she aptly defines as “sexual arrogance and preening, excesses of masculinity that come at a time when the real thing—functional masculinity that Wayne represents—is disappearing.”

			Indeed, the scene in which Wayne first sees Maureen O’Hara as Mary Kate Danaher strolling barefoot through a pasture in her red skirt and blue apron in John Ford’s The Quiet Man is a purely lyrical moment of romantic recognition. And in The Searchers, his doomed, unspoken love for his sister-in-law, Martha Edwards, adds a layer of pathos to the hero’s quest to find his niece, kidnapped by the Comanches.
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			John Wayne particularly resonates with me. You might call it my “John Wayne problem.” You see, I grew up with men like Ford and Wayne; not only did my father look like John Wayne, but as a career military officer and a test pilot he lived the code of masculinity that John Ford and John Wayne created and embodied throughout the films, especially the Westerns, they made together. We all know that code, because, for good or for ill, it shaped America’s ideal of masculinity, what it means to “be a man”: to bear adversity in silence, to show courage in the face of fear, to bond with other men, to put honor and country before self—in three words, “stoicism,” “courage,” “duty.” John Wayne came to embody those virtues on-screen, and men like my father embodied them in life.

			When my father’s test pilot buddies came over to the house, it was an alcohol-fueled, machismo-fest of swaggering men who loved their work, their families, and each other. What men like my father knew of America, they learned, in part, from John Ford. What they knew about being men, they learned from John Wayne. I remember taking long, cross-country trips with my family—all six of us kids bundled into the backseat of a maroon Packard—traveling through “Ford Country”: the red plateaus and majestic rock formations of Monument Valley, the Navajo reservations of southern Utah. My father conveyed to us the idea that America’s vast landscapes were sacred, an idea conveyed to him, and made iconic for him, by John Ford Westerns.

			Today, the idea of “traditional masculinity” may seem old-fashioned. After all, this is an era of gender fluidity, one that is finally removing age-old stigmas against LGBT culture. Wayne and Ford’s male archetype may seem trapped behind a nostalgia-tinted lens, and some argue it no longer even exists. “Masculinity is just becoming something that is imitated from the movies,” feminist writer Camille Paglia said in a 2013 online interview for the Wall Street Journal. She pointed to the undervaluing of the military—traditionally an all-male enclave—and the decline of America’s industrial base as evidence that masculinity has become endangered in modern times. “There’s nothing left. There’s no room for anything manly right now,” she argued, in part because men are left with “no models of manhood.”

			
			But the idea of learning how to “be a man” still has relevance to all of us, born male or female. At their best, the qualities and attributes that make men men, at least in John Ford–John Wayne Westerns, are also qualities that define the finest of human behavior—what it means not just to “be a man” but to be an adult: to be peaceful but to be ready, to respect women, to be loyal to friends and family, to be willing and able to change your mind, to master yourself, to mentor the young, and to face the end with dignity. There’s also a darker side to this cultural legacy that continues to haunt us. In a 2015 New York Times article about disadvantaged boys in a low-income neighborhood of Portland, Oregon, Jeff Knoblich, a school counselor for the Astor School, said, “Boys get a message from a very young age to be a man, and to be a man means you’re strong and you don’t cry and you don’t show your emotions….I see boys suffering because of that, and a lot of that comes out in aggressive behaviors.” And in “The Darkest Side of John Wayne,” novelist and critic Jonathan Lethem asks, “What other American icon comes so overloaded with reflections of our national disasters of racism, sexual repression, violence and authority? Who else thrusts the difficult question of what it means to be a man in America so forcefully in our faces, daring us to meet his gaze?” Though Lethem begins by calling Wayne, with his “brute Republicanism,” a “laughable political ignoramus,” he quickly asserts that “John Wayne’s resonance cuts across the accidents of war and politics,” and he concludes, “Wayne is finally something other than either a man or a film star, but rather a kind of archetypal figure.”

			
			The Western hero has remained an icon of masculinity, even if it belongs more to nostalgia than to current representations. But where did it begin? When did the Western cease being an afternoon matinee shoot-’em-up for mostly young boys and become a vehicle for mature themes, a retelling and a celebration of America’s expansionist history, and a paradigm for becoming a certain kind of grown-up American male? And when and why did the Western begin to disappear from the cultural landscape? These are the essential questions that the story of John Wayne and John Ford’s complicated, poignant, and iconic friendship can begin to answer.
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			Women may be less likely to seek out hero figures on whom they will model their identity and base their self-worth, but that paradigm fascinates me, both in art and in life. It’s fortunate, then, though not coincidental, that this pattern lies at the heart of both John Ford’s and John Wayne’s personal stories. Both men began as seekers, modeling their lives on the examples of older, more experienced men, and both men ended, in their own realms, as celebrated icons—heroes to their fans and to much of America. But both men—John Ford especially—were flawed heroes, and both paid a price in their private lives.

			No other director and actor created the ideal of the American hero more than Ford and Wayne, an ideal that evolved in seven major Westerns they made together. John Wayne’s The Alamo—which he produced, starred in, and directed—and three late films Wayne made with other directors—Henry Hathaway’s True Grit, Mark Rydell’s The Cowboys, and Don Siegel’s The Shootist—helped to deepen, and even rescue, Wayne’s persona, which had begun to devolve into self-parody. Examining these films, and a handful of movies John Wayne appeared in made by other directors, such as The Big Trail and Red River, will help us discern what two of Hollywood’s most influential and iconic figures had to say about what it meant to be a certain kind of American man.

		

	
		
		
			
			Part One

			THE RELUCTANT HERO

		

	
		
		
			
			1

			Birth of the Western Hero

			
				Nobody should come to the movies unless he believes in heroes.

				—JOHN WAYNE

				When I pass on, I want to be remembered as a guy who made Westerns.

				—JOHN FORD

			

			John Wayne as a symbol of America’s strength at the height of the American century—from World War II throughout the Cold War era—was honed and brought to perfection by the great, irascible John Ford. Even if Ford did not become an archetypal figure himself, which he would have loathed, he is one of the most revered filmmakers in the history of American cinema. Martin Scorsese once said that Ford was “the essence of classical American cinema, and any serious person making films today, whether they know it or not, is affected by Ford.”

			John Ford’s Westerns are compelling and beautiful. Brought up on silent movies, where visual images and music evoked emotions and told the story, John Ford carried his keen visual eye and love of indigenous music into talking pictures. “I had an eye for composition; that’s all I had,” he once said modestly, in one of his few serious comments about filmmaking. Film critic Lem Kitaj observed that “Ford’s movies are visual ballads—they’re sagas, they’re poems. Just look at the film’s titles,” which often drew on army songs and traditional American ballads, such as “She Wore a Yellow Ribbon” and “My Darling Clementine.” Ford’s film composers transposed into their Western soundtracks traditional ballads and gospels, such as “Bury Me Not on the Lone Prairie,” “Streets of Laredo,” and “We Shall Gather at the River,” underlying the sense of authenticity and often evoking a wistful melancholy. One could remove all the dialogue from many of Ford’s Westerns and still follow the story and be moved by the images and the music alone.

			
			As the documentarian Nick Redman observed, “He wasn’t portraying America’s reality but America’s mythology,” recognizing in the western expansion one of America’s most enduring creation myths: how a unified nation stretched from sea to sea, bringing the dubious blessings of civilization to what it considered lawless territory. But he also explored much of America’s actual experience: his Westerns are peopled with immigrants from many nations—the Irish, the Italians, the Swedes, the Chinese; his films both vilify Native Americans and pay homage to their bravery and to their tragic fate; in Sergeant Rutledge he dramatizes the perilous place of a black cavalryman wrongly accused of raping a white woman; and The Searchers, America’s greatest Western and arguably one of the best films made in the twentieth century, recognizes the ugly fact of racial hatred woven into the American fabric, even in the heart of our most revered hero.

			Artistry aside, the power of Ford’s legacy owes no small part to the wide popularity of the Western genre. As feminist critic Jane Tompkins has noted, “From roughly 1900 to 1975 a significant portion of the adolescent male population spent every Saturday afternoon at the movies. What they saw there were Westerns. Roy Rogers, Tom Mix, Lash LaRue, Gene Autry, Hopalong Cassidy.”

			Saturday serials gave way to more sophisticated, grown-up Westerns in theaters—in no small part due to Ford’s influence—such as High Noon and Shane in the 1950s, but it was television in the mid-1950s and the 1960s where the Western truly flourished, with twenty-six Westerns running on prime-time television in the peak year of 1959. Gunsmoke—the longest-running Western in television history—and The Life and Legend of Wyatt Earp ushered in Westerns for grown-up audiences in 1955, and the genre flourished with high-quality Westerns after that: shows such as Maverick, introducing James Garner; The Rifleman, with an über-masculine Chuck Connors; Wanted: Dead or Alive, with a young Steve McQueen making a charismatic television series debut; Laramie; Have Gun, Will Travel, with another über-masculine star, Richard Boone; Bonanza, featuring an all-male household; The Virginian; Wagon Train, showcasing Ward Bond, briefly; The Big Valley, with Barbara Stanwyck; and Warner Bros.’ Sugarfoot, Bronco, and Cheyenne. Rawhide—which introduced Clint Eastwood to the world—ran from 1959 to 1965. After 1969, no new TV Westerns were introduced to the public. Death Valley Days, narrated by Ronald Reagan before his political career, and Gunsmoke both ended in 1970. In the 1950s, thirty-one studio-made pictures were Westerns; by the 1990s, that number had dwindled to seven.

			
				
				THE RISE OF THE AMERICAN WESTERN

				Why was the Western such a powerful mode of storytelling throughout the second half of the last century? Tompkins has argued that the genre was a reaction to the nineteenth-century novel with its details of domesticity and feminine heroes, as well as an escape from encroaching civilization and feminine influences, in the form of the suffragette movement, temperance, and public decency leagues. Ford’s Stagecoach, for example, opens with a gaggle of pinched, elderly, respectable townswomen running the beautiful prostitute, Dallas, out of town. In short, the wide-open spaces of the American West offered the idea of freedom from the constraints and hypocrisies of industrial society and the interior spaces of the Victorian novel: churches, parlors, bedrooms, kitchens. “The desert light,” Tompkins writes, “and the desert space, the creak of saddle leather and the sun beating down, the horses’ energy and force—these things promise a translation of the self into something purer and more authentic, more intense, more real,” far from, in the final line of dialogue in Ford’s Stagecoach, “the [dubious] blessings of civilization.”

				
				So, setting itself in contrast to the realms of society, church, and civilized law, the Western offered masculine realms of experience and codes of behavior that required physical strength, courage, and endurance. The Western also sought to answer the questions, What is honor? What is justice? What is loyalty? The Western concerns itself with how men come to understand and harness their instinctual urges and their physical power and what the consequences are of not succeeding in that endeavor.

				And simultaneous with this rejection of the domestic space, the very model of masculinity was changing. Writers on sex, gender, and sexuality such as Michael S. Kimmel define a historical shift from late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century masculine identities, like the “Genteel Patriarch”—a Jeffersonian landowner, family man, and benign patriarch—and the “Heroic Artisan”—economically self-sustaining craftsmen-citizens who cherish the democracy of the town meeting, like Paul Revere—to the “Marketplace Man,” which became the prevailing boilerplate for masculine behavior throughout the twentieth century.

				The Marketplace Man defines his masculinity by accumulating wealth, power, and status and is more likely to be an absentee landlord and an absent father than his forebears; the ad executives in Mad Men are prime examples from a later period. He increasingly defines himself in homosocial—all-male—societies, where his sense of masculinity comes from pitting and measuring himself against other men. His masculinity requires proof, often taking the form of exclusion of the “other”: women, nonwhite men, non-native-born men, homosexual men. In other words, “men prove their manhood in the eyes of other men,” or, as playwright David Mamet has noted, “What men need is men’s approval.”

				
				Kimmel cites psychologist Robert Brannon’s markers of manhood in the following summary, which men must acquire to earn the approval of other men:

				
					1. “ ‘No Sissy Stuff!’ One may never do anything that even suggests femininity.

					2. “ ‘Be a Big Wheel.’ Masculinity is measured by power, success, wealth, and status.

					3. “ ‘Be a Sturdy Oak.’ Proving you’re a man depends on never showing your emotions at all. Boys don’t cry.

					4. “ ‘Give ’Em Hell.’ Exude an aura of manly daring and aggression.”

				

				These qualities are often attributed to John Wayne. As film critic Carl Freedman has noted, “Many movie stars have been admired for many varieties of manliness; but no other has defined masculinity to the extent that John Wayne has.” But he was not the first to embody these qualities; rather, he perfected a masculine form that stretched far back into the silent era and to Ford’s earliest days as a filmmaker.

				John Ford’s 1924 silent picture The Iron Horse is an early chapter in the great director’s depiction of western expansion, mythologizing the men who cleared and fought for the frontier, laying the tracks for the transcontinental railroad. Stock characters appear that would reappear in later films: buffoonish Irish drunks (presented sympathetically), corrupt businessmen, and ethnic characters representing America’s melting pot, which Ford both celebrated and presented comically, with their distrust of “forriners” and “Eyetalians,” despite their own immigrant status.

				The Iron Horse is a thrilling tale, beautifully filmed and acted, which includes a wise, countrified Abraham Lincoln, played by Charles Edward Bull, a precursor of Henry Fonda’s folksy but dignified Abe in Young Mr. Lincoln. He’s the spiritual father of the movie, America’s first great “reluctant hero,” and a role model for Davey Brandon, played by George O’Brien, who doesn’t go looking for a fight and in fact vows not to fight to please his fiancée, Miriam Marsh, played by Madge Bellamy. We feel his frustration as he strains against his civilizing vow, in conflict with his need to avenge his father’s murder, until, at the film’s climax, O’Brien finally fights his archenemy, Deroux, a beefy villain played by Fred Kohler. Their lengthy battle begins in fisticuffs but ends in Greco-Roman wrestling as both men lose their shirts in the fight and are revealed in their half-naked masculinity. The camera admires them, especially a triumphant O’Brien leaning against a wall in contrapposto pose, shirtless, an image of masculine beauty. That arresting image signals that this is not just a typical adventure film, but one in which Ford manages to convey his celebration of the male form and psyche and his ability to present opposite points of view without resolving them or negating either side: to avoid violence is noble, but a fight can be a beautiful thing.

				
				We also see Ford’s double vision in his treatment of the Indians in the movie, whom the railway workers must hold off to complete their task. Throughout his movies, and especially in the later films such as The Searchers and Cheyenne Autumn, Ford revealed conflicting views of Native Americans: brave, yet not “civilized”; brutal, but not without honor. In The Iron Horse, Ford humanizes the warring Indians with a powerful yet intimate image: a dog lays its head on the body of a slain Indian brave (just as one of the buffoonish Irish drunks is redeemed by a heroic death and is tenderly embraced by his countrymen).

				Davey Brandon and Abraham Lincoln can be seen as figures in a long continuum of reluctant heroes stretching from Harry Carey, “the good bad man,” in the many silent Westerns Ford made with the veteran cowboy hero, to Henry Fonda’s reluctant hero Wyatt Earp (who doesn’t want to be the town sheriff) in My Darling Clementine, to John Wayne, who begins the major part of his career as the “good bad man” in Stagecoach. As Ford knew, “real men” don’t seek fights, but when they must engage, they do.

				
				
					
						[image: Young Mr. Lincoln (1939) Directed by John Ford Shown: Henry Fonda (as Abraham Lincoln)]
					

					
						
							Henry Fonda as the “jackanapes lawyer” in 1939’s Young Mr. Lincoln. Lincoln was one of Ford’s heroes and a model for the ideal man—folksy, humble, smart, honorable, and willing to do what it takes.

						

					

				

				
				In his search to tell the quintessential American story, Ford worked with many impressive leading actors, including Harry Carey, George O’Brien, Henry Fonda, and James Stewart, but in John Wayne he found his perfect hero, and the two men succeeded in defining an ideal of American masculinity that dominated for nearly half a century. Over the course of the twenty-three movies Ford and Wayne made together, including early films in which Wayne cropped up as an extra and a stuntman and a late-career documentary he narrated for Ford, Wayne’s persona evolved from a charismatic “good bad man” in Stagecoach and 3 Godfathers; to a U.S. Cavalry man devoted to his men but with no stomach for war in Fort Apache and She Wore a Yellow Ribbon; to a racist avenger in The Searchers; to an over-the-hill hero whose exploits are appropriated by the new man of the conquered frontier in The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance, Ford’s last great Western and arguably his last great film.

			

			
				MEN AS MENTORS

				The Western is often about handing down a code of behavior, in which an older, sometimes over-the-hill father figure instructs a youth—preferably but not always a son—in the challenging ways of mastering himself. In John Wayne’s Westerns, the conferring of masculinity on a youth is a sacred duty. As he matured and became less powerful as an action hero, he was especially good in this role, particularly in The Cowboys, True Grit, and The Shootist. From the mentee’s perspective, living up to a father figure’s expectations lies at the very heart of the matter, and to disappoint the father, or fail to be recognized by him, is devastating. Once a boy becomes a man, he must teach other boys to undertake the journey. So, the Western hero is sometimes a youth in search of a father figure or a father in search of a son, or a man out to avenge a wronged father or redeem a shamed one. Or a tough old coot who has no sons to grace with his recognition, so he must teach the offspring of strangers.

				
				In seven Westerns that Ford made with John Wayne, his definition of manhood is much more nuanced, humane, non-exclusionary, and achievable than the stereotypical John Wayne image. To summarize, in Ford’s world, to “be a man,” one must possess the following traits:

				
					1. Humility, courtesy, and the keeping of one’s word, as the Ringo Kid does in Stagecoach. Bullies and warmongers need not apply.

					2. The toughness to endure while protecting the weak, coupled with respect—even awe!—for women, like Bob Hightower in 3 Godfathers.

					3. The ability to speak truth to power, regardless of the consequences, as Captain Kirby York does in Fort Apache.

					4. Loyalty to comrades, against all odds, like Captain Nathan Brittles in She Wore a Yellow Ribbon.

					5. The ability to admit one is wrong and to change one’s mind, like Lieutenant Colonel Kirby Yorke in Rio Grande and Ethan Edwards in The Searchers.

					6. Fidelity to oneself in changing times, without expectation of recognition or reward, like Tom Doniphon in The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance.

				

				Indeed, many of Ford’s heroes fail in their intended tasks, but what is important is their willingness to do the right thing—to engage. Despite failure, they remain heroes because of the effort put forward. It’s being willing, as John Wayne’s character, John Bernard Books, says in The Shootist.

				Though John Wayne indelibly embodied the Fordian hero, when he turned to producing his own pictures—Big Jim McLain, The Alamo, The Green Berets—the results were often derailed by his ultra-patriotism. Unlike Ford, he ended up making propaganda, not art. Yet at the end of his career as an actor in the post-Fordian movies True Grit, The Cowboys, and The Shootist, his persona finally evolved in satisfying ways, illustrating three additional masculine virtues:

				
					
					· the willingness to pass on one’s knowledge to a younger generation

					· the ability to laugh at oneself and make fun of one’s image

					· the ability to know the end when it comes and accept it with dignity

				

				These last films rescued John Wayne from ending his long career as a caricature of himself, giving a more realistic humanity to his iconic image.
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				Much of Wayne’s legendary status rests on his roles as a man of action, a loner, a hardened soul willing to use violence to get the job done, if necessary, and more intent on proving himself in the eyes of his comrades—whether cowboys or cavalrymen or soldiers of World War II—than wooing women. This raises the question, why does “a man’s man” prefer the company of men and shun women?

				The controversial writer and polemicist Jack Donovan has made his lifework an examination, and a celebration, of traditional, undiluted masculinity. In The Way of Men, he notes that “when men compete against each other for status, they are competing for each other’s approval. The women whom men find most desirable have historically been attracted to—or been claimed by—men who were feared or revered by other men.” The operative word here is “historically,” because this paradigm has clearly shifted in the last decades as women looked less for a protector and more for an equal partner and as the popularity of rock stars and ethnic actors replaced the image of an idealized, white, and larger-than-life iconic hero. But aspects of this heroic ideal are reflected again and again in Western films and in most of John Ford’s oeuvre.

				
				In the many Westerns and war pictures Wayne starred in, there is a marked absence of women. Men prove themselves in the eyes of other men, and that is their fundamental, existential challenge. A man of action instead of a romantic hero, Wayne seldom wooed the girl, and when he did, the relationship was often expressed through antagonism (The Quiet Man, McLintock!) or doomed to be sacrificed on the altar of duty and esprit de corps among men (Rio Grande, They Were Expendable). Strong women do appear in Ford’s films (notably in Rio Grande, The Quiet Man, and The Searchers), but their actions are usually dependent on and secondary to the male hero’s.

				One reason for the relative lack of women characters is that the reinvention of the Western for grown-up audiences, credited to John Ford’s Stagecoach, came on the heels of the “kiddie” Westerns churned out by Poverty Row studios such as Monogram and Republic, where John Wayne toiled for nine years, learning his craft but well aware of (and embarrassed by) the simplistic—and second-rate—quality of much of the final product. Because those Westerns were aimed mostly at young boys, the absence of a romantic story line suited their audience: no yucky love scenes, and few or no women. In these B Westerns, boys could escape from overprotective mothers and nagging schoolmarms into an all-male world of friendship and derring-do. And could those cowboys fight, and leap on a horse! So it’s possible that the dearth of strong women characters in serious, grown-up Westerns stems, in part, from the genre’s origin as children’s entertainment, mostly for young boys, as well as a rejection of what was perceived as a feminized, overly restrictive society.

				So when women appear at all, it’s usually in the form of a sweetheart or a prairie wife who tries to keep the hero at home, away from the quest that calls out to him. Or as her opposite: the tough, sexually available saloon girl, who knows the score but is usually cast aside when the quest is fulfilled. In other words, the usual virgin-whore paradigm.

				
				Ford, however, included in many of his movies another female archetype: the strong, tough, and loving matriarch, best represented in his story of Welsh coal miners, How Green Was My Valley, and in John Steinbeck’s Depression-era tale, The Grapes of Wrath. His Catholic background might have been an influence here, with its reverence for the Virgin Mary, but he has also said that the mothers in those two movies were reminiscent of his own mother, and they are the moral centers of both films. In either case, he was able to attribute traditionally “male” values—courage, toughness, outspokenness—to many of his female characters (these qualities would find their apotheosis in the great, fiery Maureen O’Hara, arguably Ford’s and Wayne’s favorite actress).

			

			
				THE FALL

				Questioning traditional masculine images and behavior in popular culture gained traction in the late 1960s and the 1970s, when Westerns were disappearing as a dominant film and television genre. This shift coincided with the second wave of feminism, and in part that questioning—that searching for new models of masculinity—was also a response to America’s disastrous military intervention in Vietnam, in which the wisdom of the elders and masculine virtues such as valor and loyalty were increasingly seen as fallible or wrongheaded. M*A*S*H, Five Easy Pieces, Easy Rider, The Graduate, Catch-22, Cannonball Run, and countless other popular books and movies satirized the American hero or called into question masculine virtues that had been taken for granted and had been nobly expressed in American cinema since its inception—especially in Westerns.

				As post-Vietnam mistrust of the armed services grew, and an all-volunteer army relegated the military to mostly blue-collar American men, masculine models in popular culture increasingly appeared outside the realm of war pictures and Westerns. Rock music glorified the strutting, peacock male, introducing a sometimes androgynous element to the masculine image and making it possible for masculine icons to be skinny, pallid, not conventionally handsome: Keith Richards, Mick Jagger, Bob Dylan, David Bowie.

				
				But what still lurked behind alternate, late twentieth-century representations of masculine objects of desire, especially in transcendent artists like Bob Dylan and the Band, were vestiges of the Western hero, in style and dress. Dylan still dresses like a Western dandy, and Mick Jagger, in one of his rare cinematic performances, played the nineteenth-century Australian outlaw Ned Kelly. Dylan, for that matter, wrote a haunting score for and appeared in Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid. Maybe it’s the Western style of dress—most men look good in blue jeans, vests, neckerchiefs, boots, and hats!

				Proper Westerns still appear from time to time on premium cable and on the big screen, occasionally enjoying critical and popular success, such as A&E’s Longmire and HBO’s iconoclastic Deadwood and a handful of Robert Duvall–, Clint Eastwood–, and Kevin Costner–helmed big-screen Westerns. There are also latter-day incarnations with incredible cultural power, like Star Wars. But the idea of what it means to be a man, and how a boy becomes a man, has shifted dramatically. As the Western disappears from the cultural landscape, what has replaced it as a paradigm of how boys become men?

				One genre where we still see this drama played out is in African American films, such as those produced, directed, and written by John Singleton. In his seminal 1991 film, Boyz n the Hood, a stark contrast is made between a boy brought up with a
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