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Preface

John Ford never planned to make a cavalry trilogy.

In many ways, Ford’s cavalry trilogy did just what was expected of the cavalry in the movies: They came to his rescue.1 The reason for directing Fort Apache and She Wore a Yellow Ribbon was to help relieve his company’s heavy debt incurred by the box office failure of The Fugitive. Rio Grande was a means to an end to finally make his dream project, The Quiet Man.

John Ford dismissed his cavalry trilogy as potboilers; his only praise was the films made a lot of money. In his later years, Ford was brusque when critics hailed his films as works of art, stating that directing was just “a job of work.” John Ford and his films have been dissected in lectures, scholarly papers, and books, with discussions ranging from camera angles to speculating about the director’s meaning of a specific scene. Ford did not tolerate theoretical scrutiny, and when asked penetrating questions regarding his films, he claimed he had no idea what they were talking about.

When Orson Welles was asked which directors he admired, he replied the old masters appealed to him. “By that I mean John Ford, John Ford, John Ford. With Ford at his best, you feel that a movie has lived and breathed in a real world, even though it may have been written by Mother Machree.” Before he ever shot a frame of Citizen Kane, Welles endlessly screened and studied Ford’s Stagecoach. Welles was not the only director to be influenced by the work of John Ford, as David Lean, Akira Kurosawa, Martin Scorsese, Steven Spielberg, Walter Hill, and Christopher Nolan have all acknowledged the indelible impression Ford and his films left on them.

It is hard for anyone not to be influenced by a John Ford film. In some respects, anyone who watches a John Ford film can relate to his cinematic storytelling—whether it is standing up for others like Tom Joad in The Grapes of Wrath, marshaling a large group of people to make his widow feel better at her husband’s wake in The Last Hurrah, the family dinners in How Green Was My Valley, or a man facing the end of a long career in She Wore a Yellow Ribbon. While the majority of viewers will never likely experience what a character does in a Ford film, there is something the director injects into those celluloid images that causes us all to relate.

Ford refused to accept accolades that he was a cinematic poet. In one of his last interviews, Ford stated to Walter Wagner, “You say someone’s called me the greatest poet of the Western saga. I am not a poet, and I don’t know what a Western saga is. I would say that is horseshit. I’m just a hard-nosed, hardworking, run-of-the-mill director.”2 (The closest Ford ever came to admitting artistic talent was saying he was “the best cameraman in the business.”)

John Ford was a cinematic poet.

Whether in black-and-white or in color, Ford created scenes of beauty, sensitivity, and magic that defied description. He gave us memorable images, such as the shadows of the attacking Indians reflected against a train car (The Iron Horse), the wanted poster of his friend trailing behind Gypo Nolan in the fog-shrouded streets of Dublin (The Informer), Wyatt Earp walking down the rain-soaked boardwalk (My Darling Clementine), the cavalry making their way through a thunderstorm (She Wore a Yellow Ribbon), Ethan Edwards standing in the doorway (The Searchers), or the defeated political candidate walking alone in a park as his rival’s victory parade passes by him (The Last Hurrah). Even though some of his efforts in his filmography are not as strong as others, the weakest John Ford film has something worth watching.

Starting in silent movies, Ford quickly learned to let the visual advance the story instead of dialogue. Straight Shooting (1917), his fifth film as a director, demonstrates Ford taking a different approach to a standard Western plot of a shoot-out, while The Iron Horse (1924), Three Bad Men (1926), and Four Sons and Riley, the Cop (both 1928) present a creative artist using the camera to enhance the narrative. During a UCLA retrospective in early 1964, Ford stated, “Pictures, not words, should tell the story.”3 With the birth of sound, Ford, like other filmmakers, had a learning curve, but the director quickly adapted to the new medium of talking pictures. Ford soon found his rhythm, impressively displayed in The Lost Patrol (1934) and The Informer (1935).

In so many of his films, Ford would have several actors, as well as extras, in a scene, but they never seemed crowded into a set, unless it was necessary, such as the passengers in Stagecoach or the sailors belowdecks in The Long Voyage Home. Ford moved his actors with tremendous grace in any sequence, making it appear so natural that one is unaware of the effort it took to coordinate such a scene. Examples can be found in the scene where York reports at an officers’ dance that Cochise has agreed to talk in Fort Apache, or the Texas Rangers arriving at the Edwards cabin in The Searchers.

Ford was a master of the camera. It was rare to find him looking through the camera lens during his career. He instinctively knew where to place his camera, often working with the same cinematographers on many projects (Archie Stout, Winton Hoch, Bert Glennon, William Clothier) where they developed a “shorthand” communication. He once advised future filmmakers they should get a cinematographer “you know well and trust.”

Ford always preferred to shoot in black-and-white versus color. Asked why, Ford replied, “You can get a guy off the street and he can shoot a picture in color. But it takes a real artist to do a black-and-white picture.”4 Ironically, three of his finest films were photographed in color (She Wore a Yellow Ribbon, The Quiet Man, and The Searchers), with the first two winning Oscars for Best Color Cinematography. However, had Ford photographed either My Darling Clementine or The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance in color, it would have seriously detracted from the emotional impact of the story. Many historians regret that Fort Apache and Rio Grande were not filmed in color, but, as the reader will see, the decision was economical.

While the main purpose for making the cavalry films was financial, Ford had been considering a film centered on a cavalry outpost in the Western territories. “When in doubt, make a Western” is a quote credited to John Ford; although some question its veracity, that is exactly what he did with the trilogy.5

Ford had a strong love and admiration for the military, especially the US Navy. His love of the sea can be traced to his childhood in Maine, and carried into his adult life with the purchase of his own ketch, and then to his service in the navy during World War II. His four years with the war effort further strengthened his respect for the military, and Ford would continue to honor those who served and paid the ultimate price in his films. (Between the end of the war in 1945 until 1964, Ford directed twelve military-themed films.6) Even though he was, as John Wayne once noted, “a through and through Navy man,” he had a great respect for the US Army and General Douglas MacArthur.

For the cavalry trilogy, Ford’s inspiration came from the short stories by James Warner Bellah, the son of an army officer who grew up on military bases. Bellah based his cavalry stories in the Great Plains or the Southwest, providing enough of a plot for Ford to construct a film according to his desire. The three cavalry films saluted the duty and honor of a soldier, as well as offering a touch of romance, humor, reunion of family ties, and the remembrance of lost comrades or lost loves. In Fort Apache, Ford was not afraid to show the folly of an officer’s ego and ignorance; yet, in the film’s conclusion, the officer is a public hero, ignoring his command shortcomings for the good of the regiment.

In all three films, the true heroes are the soldiers. While Colonel Thursday receives posthumous glory and hero worship, it is the men who serve that are the heart of the military. At the end of Fort Apache, John Wayne’s character reminds the audience that those men who died will keep on living as long as the regiment lives. “The pay is thirteen dollars a month, the diet beans and hay,” he states. “They’ll fight over cards or rotgut whiskey but share the last drop in their canteens. The faces may change, the names, but they’re there. The regiment. The regular army. Now and fifty years from now.”

Those words indubitably echoed John Ford’s sentiments. The military was everything, and without it, the liberties enjoyed by so many would cease to exist. To celebrate the military’s courage and honor the memory of those who served, John Ford turned to the US Cavalry.

* * *

My introduction to a John Ford film was a 1964 Saturday-afternoon roadshow matinee of Cheyenne Autumn at the Pantages Theatre in Hollywood. As a cowboy-crazy seven-year-old, the cavalry and the action kept my interest, but it was the land that truly mesmerized me. I had never seen Monument Valley before, and looking at the massive landscape on a big screen ignited my imagination. Subsequently, every tree and bush in my neighborhood stood in for those iconic buttes as my friends and I played cowboys on Saturday afternoons.


My father, character actor Larry J. Blake—who had worked twice for John Ford—introduced me to the director’s work. During my childhood, two local television stations showed several of Ford’s films, and by 1968 I had managed to watch ten of them. My father would point out “Ford’s touches,” as he called them, ranging from camera placement, to humor, to performances. For a budding, self-taught film historian, John Ford and his films were my master class. The Masquers Club in Hollywood was a gathering place for actors, and Ford was one of the few directors given an honorary membership. For many years during Easter vacation or in the summer, I often accompanied my dad (who was a member) for lunch. I was fortunate enough to meet several people who worked with Ford, and informed them that I had seen their work in one of his films. This always elicited the reply, “You’re too young to know that!” I was not deterred, and realizing my serious interest, they would share stories.

Working as a makeup artist in the film and television industry, I came to appreciate John Ford’s talent more and more. For me, working a twelve- to eighteen-hour day on a movie that would take upwards of three months to complete, I was always amazed at how fast Ford shot a film, not to mention only working a ten-hour day. Many directors I worked around spent so much time doing endless takes for a single scene; it reminded me of Ford’s comment that additional takes ruined the freshness of a scene.

As a film historian, the background of how a movie was made has always been a great fascination of mine. Perhaps this comes from spending sixty years of my life on soundstages, as well as growing up with my dad’s stories about the business. How a production is shot, how locations are chosen, and moving a cast and crew to such a place required immense planning. This process, which began in the silent era, continues to this day. It takes a lot of effort to make a movie, with tremendous help from a lot of unsung heroes.

Ford’s cavalry trilogy has never been given the proper attention the films deserve. Unfortunately, when an author is writing a biography of any director or actor, space and word count of a manuscript become the enemy. All too often writers have to make hard decisions on the matter of trimming material. So, much like the cavalry, I have come to the rescue of these three classic films, providing the following account of how John Ford directed his beloved cavalry trilogy.










Author’s Note

Film historians rely on many different types of records when researching the history of cinema, including interviews, directors’ notes, script drafts, studio memos, and budgets. All of these materials are important in order to separate fact from fiction.

Often these items will divulge previously unknown information, which can bring clarity and greater understanding to the subject matter. However, there are also those occasions when a historian must deal with a major disappointment; for instance, when files and other documentation contain little to no information, and all other avenues of research appear to be just as barren. These annoying stages of research can be quite frustrating, because the author then must work even harder to fill in the gaps.

In my case, I was fortunate to have found an abundance of information regarding both Fort Apache and She Wore a Yellow Ribbon located in the John Ford Collection at Lilly Library, Indiana University, and the Argosy Productions collection at Brigham Young University. Unfortunately, the files for Rio Grande were not as extensive, and equally—if not more—frustrating was the discovery that the files for this film in the Argosy Pictures collection at Brigham Young University held only minimal information. However, the local Moab newspaper, The Times-Independent, came to my aid in offering new and previously unknown material.

It is always disappointing when files prove to be as empty as Al Capone’s vault. However, when one unearths new material, as I have in this book, you can understand how Indiana Jones felt.










The Director and the Adventurer


John Ford and Merian C. Cooper

That Jack Ford, he yells real loud. He’d make a good director.

—Carl Laemmle

When Peter Bogdanovich asked John Ford how he filmed the land rush sequence of Three Bad Men (1926), the director curtly replied, “With a camera.”1

Concerned Ford was three pages behind schedule, a producer walked on the soundstage to inform him of his tardiness. The director asked for a script and began to thumb through it until he found what he wanted. He ripped out the three pages, letting them fall to the floor. Handing the script back to the producer, Ford commented, “Now we’re on schedule!”2

During the filming of Mogambo (1953), Ford concluded a scene with stars Clark Gable and Ava Gardner, and ordered it printed. (The term means the scene was satisfactory and would be developed to be used in the film.) When Gable asked if he could do the scene again, Ford assured him the last take was fine, but the actor persisted. Relenting to the request, Ford allowed Gable to do it again. He called “Action” and Gable started the scene but soon realized the camera was not filming. Ford had a grin on his face. He had told the actor that he could play the scene again, but didn’t say he would shoot it.3

Many actors would leap at the chance to work on a John Ford film, while a few regretted working with him and vowed never to do so again. He could be kind, humorous, indifferent, or downright mean. A sentiment held by many who worked with him was “He was a son of a bitch, but he was our son of a bitch!”4 Ben Johnson recalled that “[Ford] had the ability to bring out whatever’s inside you. A lot of people can’t do that, but he had the ability and he knew what people liked to see and hear. That’s why he was so great.”5

John Ford holds the record of winning four Oscars for Best Director, as well as two additional Oscars for Best Documentary.6 He’s been called one of the greatest directors of cinema. Blessed with a biting Irish wit, which he used to keep producers, actors, and interviewers at bay, Ford carefully crafted a reputation as a hard-nosed director who stinted on praising anyone’s work. No one dared to challenge his authority, and if they did, they soon regretted it. In his later years, Ford often gave interviewers minimal answers or a gruff reply, applying a thick layer of Irish blarney that had nothing to do with facts. His lying was never malicious, but augmented the legend. It was good theatrics. He told one interviewer he had been a cowboy early in his life (not true), and told another that the gunfight in My Darling Clementine was exactly the way it had happened, as told to him by Wyatt Earp (another tall tale). If he found questions silly or boring, Ford pretended not to hear them, resulting in painful, deadly silence for the interviewer. When a British interviewer pressed him on his treatment of Indians in his movies, it got Ford’s Irish up. He shot back, “What about the Black and Tans?”7

Despite Ford’s brusque demeanor, there was another side to him that he carefully kept hidden, like a gambler hiding an extra ace. When he was about to start a film, he’d find out which older actors, usually from his days at Universal and Fox, needed work. Ford would put these performers on his film, either in a small part or as a background player, often carrying them for days or weeks on the payroll. One day at Fox Studios, an older actor he knew from Universal stopped Ford, informing him that his wife needed an operation, and asking for a loan of $200. Ford yelled at the man, storming away into his office. Moments later, Ford’s business manager came out with a $1,000 check, and Ford’s driver took the man home, where an ambulance shuttled his ailing wife to the hospital for the surgery.8

“One time, just before Rio Grande, we were really busted. I owed my mom so much money and I didn’t want to ask her for any more,” Harry Carey Jr. recounted. “So, I went to Uncle Jack’s office over there at Republic, and I sat down and I’m hemming and hawing. He says, ‘You want some money?’ I didn’t give him any indication because I never said it before. I said, ‘Yes sir.’ So, he said, ‘What do you want? One week? Two-week salary?’ In those days $500 would last you six months. I said, ‘Just a week’s salary.’ Ford called Lowell Farrell (his production manager) in and said, ‘Give Dobe $500.’ ”9

Shortly after finishing She Wore a Yellow Ribbon, Monument Valley was hit with a hard blizzard, burying it in twelve feet of snow. Learning that many Navajo were in dire straits, Ford used his military connections to arrange for army planes to airdrop needed food and supplies. “Thanks to that, an’ the two hundred thousand dollars or so he’d left behind, is why another tragedy was prevented,” Harry Goulding stated.10 To show their gratitude and admiration, the Navajo tribe gifted Ford a sacred deer hide, bestowing the Navajo name Natani Nez (Tall Soldier) during the filming of The Searchers.

Ford never let on that deep inside was a caring, extremely sentimental Irishman who loved great literature and history, while longing to be just “one of the boys.” He fashioned his gruff facade into a myth, much like that of Ransom Stoddard’s heroics in The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance (1962). He brushed off any praise of being an artist and refused to accept plaudits, claiming it was “just a job.” Despite his ornery veneer and biting comments, many people developed a tremendous loyalty to the “Old Man.”

“He had more respect from the crew, probably more than any director I’ve been with,” declared stuntman Chuck Hayward. Fellow stuntman Terry Wilson said everyone had so much respect for him they would only address him as “Mr. Ford.” There was just one actor (Ken Tobey) who dared to call him Jack, and that only happened once. John Wayne always addressed him as “Coach,” or occasionally as “Pappy.” “He was a joy to work with, too. He was something,” Wilson remembered.11 These people, who made up what became known as the “John Ford Stock Company,” were a group of actors, stuntmen, and crew members Ford used on many of his films. They knew his quirks, understood what he wanted, and catered to his every demand.

When asked why Ford had created such an uncompromising exterior, Harry Carey Jr. simply stated, “On a Ford picture there was one person in charge of the film. Him. He didn’t want—or need—any input or interference from a producer or an actor. That’s why he came off as such a gruff guy. He actually scared a lot of studio executives, and they’d basically leave him alone. That’s what he wanted.”12

John Martin Feeney Jr. was born in Portland, Maine, on February 1, 1894, the ninth of eleven children to Irish immigrant parents.13 In another example of spreading his Irish blarney, Ford always claimed his name at birth was Sean Aloysius O’Fearna. (“Feeney” is the equivalent of O’Fearna in the Gaelic language.) As a child and teenager, often going by the nickname of Jack, Ford engaged in baseball and football, despite his poor eyesight. He also learned to fight against others who besmirched his Irish heritage.

It was during this time that Ford began to craft a rough exterior to hide and protect his sentimentality and love of reading. He was a voracious reader his entire life. John Wayne recalled that on one sailing trip on Ford’s boat, the Araner, the director had a stack of books and would read three of them while Wayne was still reading his first.

As a teen and young adult, Ford was known for being a gifted storyteller, which likely came, at least in part, from his time working as an usher at Portland’s Jefferson Theatre. Standing at the back, Ford would watch the performances, committing the actors’ dialogue to memory. It was during this period that he was given a bit part in a play. His role required him to deliver a telegram to actor Sidney Toler. The actor, knowing Ford was an amateur, chose to have some fun. He asked him what was in the telegram, which flustered Ford, who could only offer a stuttered reply. (In later years when both men were working in Hollywood, Toler never appeared in a Ford film.)

Ford’s brother, Francis, was thirteen years older than John, and the rascal of the Feeney family. He ran off to fight in the Spanish-American War, only to be sent home when the army learned he was fifteen. A quick romance resulted in a forced marriage, requiring Francis to work in his father’s saloon while awaiting the birth of his son, Philip. With the marriage ending as quickly as it had started, Francis packed a bag and left Portland. Drifting into New York City, he soon found a job in a local theater as a stagehand before eventually graduating to acting roles. Like other performers before him, he adopted a new name—Francis Ford. By 1900, he began taking roles in the embryo that became motion pictures, appearing in films for Thomas Edison before hooking up with Star Films, produced by Gaston Méliès (brother of the famous Georges Méliès). Méliès moved his company from New Jersey to San Antonio, Texas, and Francis followed, appearing in many Westerns. Leaving Méliès in 1911, Francis headed to Los Angeles where he joined producer-director Thomas Ince. During this period Francis began directing (mostly Westerns) for Ince and gained a reputation of being brusque and sarcastic to his cast and crew.14 By 1913, Francis was running his own company at Universal, working as a writer, director, and actor. He teamed up with actress Grace Cunard in these productions, and they became one of cinema’s early star duos.

Ever since Francis﻿ had left Portland, the Feeney family had not heard a word from him. One day at the cinema, Ford’s mother, an ardent fan of the flickers, spotted a young man in a movie produced by Universal Studios. It was Francis! The family sent him a letter in care of Universal, and, in the spring of 1914, there was a grand reunion in Portland, with Francis arriving in style, driving a Stutz Bearcat. John was in awe of the stories Francis told of this new place called Hollywood where they made movies.

Graduating from high school a few months later, John Ford followed in his brother’s footsteps and traveled to Hollywood, hoping to find a place in the infant film industry. Not only did he follow his brother to Hollywood, he also adopted his last name, calling himself Jack Ford. At Universal, he worked on his brother’s productions as a prop man and stuntman (occasionally doubling for his brother)—even acting.15 Despite his claims that he never did much acting in his early days at Universal, Ford appeared in at least seventeen films produced by his brother’s company. Nearly four decades later, Francis recalled that John’s efforts as a prop man “stunk,” he was worse as an assistant director, and “as an actor—such a ham!” He admitted his younger brother was “no good” until he was allowed “something to do on his own where he could let himself go—and he proved himself then.”

Notwithstanding a familial connection, the relationship between John and Francis was hardly filled with brotherly love. Francis was known to be hard on John, bordering on abusive. In one film, John was doubling his brother in a Civil War battle sequence. An explosion from a hand grenade went off, sending John into the air and breaking his arm. Francis later told his brother that he was relieved the camera didn’t catch that it was John, not Francis, taking the hit. John never forgot the incident, or the comment.

Years later, Francis, whose popularity had faded by the mid-1920s, was often cast in small roles in many of John’s productions, usually as a drunk. One day on Judge Priest (1934), John, who cast his brother as a village loafer, had him sit in a wheelbarrow with a rope tied from the wheelbarrow to the rear of a carriage. As the carriage rides out of the scene, an unsuspecting Francis was yanked out of the wheelbarrow, landing smack on his posterior. With the scene completed, Ford went over to his brother and said, “That was for the hand grenade!”16

Exactly how John Ford moved into the director’s chair is hard to pin down. According to Ford, he was hurriedly assigned to act like a director (he was a prop man at the time) to impress Universal’s founder Carl Laemmle and a group of his friends. Ford gathered a band of cowboys, giving direction for them to race up and down the street, shooting their guns and yelling. When he gave the order by firing a gun, five cowboys he had chosen would fall off their horses. Unfortunately, when Ford shot his gun, all the cowboys fell off their horses. Ford also set fire to the town set as a climax. When the studio had an opportunity for someone to direct a two-reel Western, Laemmle reportedly said, “Jack Ford, he yells real loud. He’d make a good director.”17 Another version, possibly closer to the truth, had Francis asking Harry Carey, Universal’s leading Western star, to give John a chance at directing. Years later, Olive Carey, the actor’s widow, claimed Harry stopped by Francis Ford’s set one day and began talking to young Ford, and the two “just clicked.” It’s entirely possible Francis may have introduced his younger brother to Carey and suggested John as a director, as Carey was unhappy with his current director.

Either way, in 1917, Ford began a forty-seven-year career as a movie director, signing a contract with Universal in September for a weekly salary of $75. Between 1917 and 1920, he directed twenty-two Westerns starring Harry Carey before the two men parted ways. While neither man ever spoke of what caused the relationship to fracture, John’s grandson, Dan Ford, believes it was over Carey making more than what Ford was earning. By 1919, Carey was earning $2,250 a week, while Ford’s salary was just $300 a week, despite his creative contributions. (Their last collaboration, Desperate Trails, was released in June 1921.) It would be sixteen years before Carey would work with Ford one last time in The Prisoner of Shark Island (1936).

In December 1920, Ford signed a contract with Fox Pictures for $600 a week. Ford’s twenty-one years at Fox allowed his artistic talent to grow and flourish, notably with his epic The Iron Horse (1924) and his German cinema–influenced Four Sons (1928), both of which were critical and financial successes. (Cameo Kirby, released in 1923, was the first film crediting him as John Ford.)

Fox’s new studio executive, Darryl F. Zanuck, agreed to a new contract with Ford that granted him the ability to occasionally direct a project at another studio. Ford was invited by RKO studio executive Merian C. Cooper to make The Lost Patrol (1934) and The Informer (1935), the latter winning Ford his first Oscar for Best Director. Over the next five years, John Ford would make some of his finest films, picking up two more Best Director Oscars for The Grapes of Wrath and How Green Was My Valley. (Some of Ford’s other notable films in this period were Judge Priest, Steamboat ’Round the Bend [both starring Will Rogers], Wee Willie Winkie, Stagecoach, Young Mr. Lincoln, Drums Along the Mohawk, and The Long Voyage Home.)

In 1941, America was thrown into the boiling cauldron that became World War II. Ford joined the US Navy, heading up the Field Photographic Unit, populated with several cameramen and editors who had worked in Hollywood prior to the war. His unit was assigned to the Office of Coordinator of Information (COI) at the request of William “Wild Bill” Donovan. Ford answered solely to Donovan, producing various documentaries to support the war effort, as well as training films. (Ford appeared in one training film, Undercover [1944], as an agent discussing a fictitious background for an agent.) In June 1942, President Roosevelt split the COI into two divisions: Office of Strategic Services (OSS) and Office of War Information (OWI). Donovan ran the OSS, forerunner of today’s CIA, and brought Ford’s unit along with him.

Ford called it the “luck of the Irish” that he happened to land at Midway Island prior to the Japanese naval attack. Armed with his own Bell and Howell 16mm Filmo camera, Ford filmed the June 4, 1942, attack as Japanese fighter planes dropped bombs and strafed the ground. The Japanese navy suffered a crushing defeat, and Ford’s subsequent documentary, The Battle of Midway, earned his first of two Oscars for Best Documentary.18

With the end of the war, John Ford returned to Hollywood. Under his 20th Century-Fox contract he owed one more picture, choosing My Darling Clementine (1946), a Western about the exploits of Wyatt Earp and Doc Holliday in Tombstone. Fox studio head Darryl F. Zanuck was eager to keep Ford at his studio, offering him a yearly salary of $600,000, and the ability to work at another studio on selected projects. Ford flatly refused.

Looking to the horizon, Ford, like other directors, longed for autonomy in choosing projects without studio executives looking over his shoulder or questioning his material. It was just a matter of time before John Ford would strike out and form his own company. He just needed the right partner.

* * *

If there ever was a true adventurer in the mold of Indiana Jones, it was Merian C. Cooper.

Born in Jacksonville, Florida, on October 24, 1893, Cooper became fascinated with the life of an explorer after reading Paul du Chaillu’s Explorations and Adventures in Equatorial Africa, and made up his mind to become an explorer.19 Du Chaillu’s book included his hunt for wild gorillas, a subject that would influence Cooper’s cinematic career.

Cooper attended the Naval Academy at Annapolis, but in his senior year was kicked out due to problems caused by his “high-spirited demeanor.” He worked as a newspaperman in Des Moines, Minneapolis, and St. Louis, before joining the Georgia National Guard. His unit was detailed to the Texas border to stop Pancho Villa’s raids into the United States, but the only action Cooper saw was guard duty. Refusing a lieutenant’s commission with the National Guard, he won an appointment to the flight training school in Atlanta, and upon graduation, Cooper was assigned to the 20th Aero Squadron, flying bombing missions over German lines during World War I.

In one mission, his flying group was attacked by German aircraft, and Cooper’s plane was hit in the tail before its engine burst into flames. With fire spreading into the cockpit (Cooper’s hands were horribly burned), he managed to pull his plane out of a tail-first plunge and land the aircraft. Both he and his tail-gunner partner, Edmund Leonard, managed to get out of the burning wreckage, only to be taken prisoner by German troops. Doctors at the German hospital managed to save Cooper’s hands, and he remained there until the end of the war.20

After the war’s end in 1918, Cooper remained in Europe. Learning from Polish soldiers their homeland was being threatened by the Bolsheviks, Cooper joined a group of fellow Americans who flew humanitarian missions to deliver food and medicine to the Polish people under siege. Captivated by their determination to fight for their freedom against the Russians on the front line, Cooper and other Americans formed a unit as part of the Polish Kościuszko Squadron. Cooper’s luck as a pilot ran out in July 1920 when a bullet hit his gas tank, and he was thrown from his plane as it hit the ground. Taken prisoner by Russian Cossacks, Cooper was held in several labor camps near Moscow. Finally, he and two other Polish soldiers escaped a work detail, spending their nights walking to Latvia, a distance of 550 miles. It was there they learned the battle between Poland and Russia had ended. Cooper eventually returned to a hero’s welcome in Warsaw, Poland, being decorated for exceptional bravery.21

Returning to the United States with nothing in his pockets, Cooper managed to nail down a job as a night reporter for the New York Times. This allowed him to spend his days visiting the American Geographical Society, which ignited his flame for adventure. Declining the managing editor job at the Minneapolis Daily News, he left New York City behind, signing on as a second officer on a ship that was making travel pictures around the world. Knowing nothing about cameras or filmmaking, Cooper’s youthful bluster and drive allowed him to quickly learn how a camera worked, and from his days at newspaper desks, how to tell a story. (Cooper felt most travel pictures were exceedingly dull.)

In India, the company’s cameraman quit and Cooper sent a telegram to an acquaintance, Ernest B. Schoedsack, to join them. The two men had met in Vienna after the war, becoming fast friends. Schoedsack had worked as a cameraman at Mack Sennett’s studio prior to joining the US Signal Corps during the war. He left Paris and caught up to Cooper’s ship in French Somaliland (now known as Djibouti, located on the Horn of East Africa) in February 1923. The ship limped its way to Italy after its keel was damaged in the Red Sea, and while in port a fire destroyed the ship, including some of the film footage. Returning to America, Cooper haunted the American Geographic Society, and earned money by writing magazine articles based on his recent trip. Once again, he didn’t stay in New York for long.

Cooper and Schoedsack raised $10,000 to finance a documentary about the annual summer migration of a feudal tribe that moves their livestock across the Zardeh Kuh mountain range in Persia (now Iran). Returning to America to edit their footage, Cooper began showing the completed film, Grass (1925), around the East Coast as part of a lecture presentation when Paramount Pictures agreed to release the film theatrically. Grass proved to be popular at the box office, making enough of a tidy profit for Paramount executives to offer Cooper and Schoedsack a $75,000 budget for their next project. The two men spent eighteen months in Thailand making Chang (1927), a fictionalized documentary focusing on a tribal family’s survival in the jungle. (The film included a rousing elephant stampede that would influence other future jungle films.22) Like its predecessor, Chang did well at the box office, despite running $10,000 over budget.

The Four Feathers (1929), based on A. E. W. Mason’s novel, was their next production for Paramount, with David O. Selznick serving as associate producer. Traveling to the Sudan, Cooper and Schoedsack filmed numerous action sequences, with Cooper stepping in as a photo double for actor Richard Arlen. They returned to Hollywood to complete the picture, filming in the desert near Palm Springs. With the release of The Four Feathers, Cooper took a break from the film industry and returned to his love of aviation. He invested his money to form the Federal Aviation Corporation, which would soon purchase Pan American Airways (commonly known as Pan Am) and Western Airlines.23 It was during this period in his life that Cooper, living in New York City, began working on an idea about a giant ape that wreaks havoc in a major city. With the death of John Hambleton, his friend and president of the newly founded aviation company, Cooper left the executive boardroom and returned to Hollywood.

David O. Selznick took over the production reins in the fall of 1931 at RKO Studios, and offered Cooper the position of supervisory producer. Once situated, Cooper sent his new boss an outline for his giant gorilla story, originally titled The Beast. Cooper began to work out the details for making this film, with the most complex problem being how to create a giant ape. His answer arrived when he met Willis O’Brien during the making of The Most Dangerous Game (1932). O’Brien was the wizard who developed a three-dimensional stop-animation process to create dinosaurs for the 1925 classic The Lost World. Marshaling their creative minds, Cooper and O’Brien shot a screen test showing how a giant ape would appear on a movie screen. (While the giant ape appears to be twenty feet tall in the movie, it was really an eighteen-inch-tall miniature with a rabbit pelt covering a machined, ball-and-socket armature.) After showing the test footage to Selznick and the RKO board, Cooper was given the green light to move ahead with production on a budget just over $500,000, a serious monetary gamble for RKO in the midst of the Great Depression.

King Kong premiered at Radio City Music Hall and the RKO Roxy Theatre in New York City on March 2, 1933. Despite the hard times caused by the Depression, people flocked to the two movie houses in the first week, earning the studio over $100,000 in ticket sales.24 (In the film’s climax, Cooper and Schoedsack play pilots who shoot Kong off the Empire State building.)

With Selznick’s departure from RKO in early 1933, Cooper took over as production executive. He quickly increased production, utilizing the studio’s two lots—one on Gower Street and the other in Culver City.25 Having seen a screening of a Universal film called Air Mail (1932), a film that offered nothing special, Cooper asked the film’s director, John Ford, to come see him. Within an hour of their meeting, the two men had reached a deal for Ford to direct two films for RKO, The Lost Patrol (1934) and The Informer (1935). It marked the beginning of a long and mostly successful collaboration.

Cooper had been an early advocate of the Technicolor process, desiring to produce films in this new medium.26 While still working for RKO, Cooper and John Hay Whitney formed Pioneer Pictures with the intention to produce full-color films. RKO wasn’t keen on making Technicolor films, mainly due to the high costs involved; however, the studio agreed to release Pioneer Pictures’ first film, Becky Sharpe (1935). When Cooper’s RKO contract expired in 1935, he produced, via Pioneer Pictures, a Technicolor short, La Cucaracha (1934), winning the Oscar for Best Short Subject. Dancing Pirate (1936), the last of the three-picture deal between Pioneer Pictures and RKO, was a box office flop. Looking for another place to do business, Pioneer Pictures merged with the newly formed Selznick International Pictures in 1936.

Western films in the mid-1930s were generally produced by minor studios like Republic Pictures or Poverty Row producers like Producers Releasing Corp. (PRC).27 The major studios (Paramount, MGM, Fox, Warner Bros.) felt Westerns were only popular to a limited audience (mostly rural and children), and not the general moviegoing public. While Paramount might produce an occasional Western, such as Cecil B. DeMille’s 1936 The Plainsman, it was rare for a major studio to back an “A”-picture Western. Cooper and Ford agreed to a two-picture deal with Selznick, one based on a short story, “Stage to Lordsburg.” Selznick was not impressed with the story, or Ford’s choice of a leading man—an actor who had spent the past six years toiling away in low-budget “B” Westerns—John Wayne.

Cooper and Ford managed to convince Selznick to their way of thinking, and he finally agreed to make the picture in Technicolor. However, the following day he changed his mind and backed out of the deal. Furious that Selznick went back on his word, Cooper resigned from Pioneer Pictures. Ford quit as well, telling Selznick his deal was with Cooper, not him.28 Ironically, Ford’s movie—Stagecoach—was released in 1939, the same year as Selznick’s Gone with the Wind. (Both films were nominated for Best Picture, but Selznick took home the Oscar.) Cooper wasn’t unemployed for long, moving over to Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer in 1937, where he began preproduction on War Eagle, a film he believed would rival King Kong. While some stop-animation test footage was shot, the project was ultimately shelved.

Storm clouds were intensifying over Europe and Asia, signaling another major war was on the horizon. Cooper walked away from Hollywood, returning to active duty with the US Army Air Corps (forerunner to the US Air Force) as a lieutenant-colonel in June 1941. After the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, Cooper traveled to China where he helped with logistics for the 1942 Doolittle Raid against Japan, and later as chief of staff to General Claire Chennault and his China Air Task Force. Cooper, who was promoted to brigadier-general by the end of the war, was on board the USS Missouri to witness Japan’s formal surrender in 1945.

Returning to Hollywood, Cooper and John Ford renewed their efforts to become independent producers.










Changing Winds and Independence


Argosy Productions

Freedom is a much-cherished thing. You’ve got to fight for freedom.

—John Ford

During the war years, box office receipts for Hollywood studios remained high. In 1940, the year before America’s involvement in World War II, box office receipts totaled $740 million, while in 1945 that amount had jumped to $1,450,000,000.1 An estimated 85 million people went to the movies in 1941, increasing to 95 million four years later. The following year, 1946, proved to be the best year yet at the American box office, with grosses earning nearly $1.7 billion. (Even drive-in theaters, which had been discontinued during the war, were making a comeback.)

However, the heady days of 1946 quickly vanished in 1947 when the country hit an economic downturn. Like other industries, Hollywood was forced to tighten its belt in many areas. The normal shooting schedule for an “A” film in 1946 was between fifty to fifty-five days, but the following year studios slashed those schedules down to forty to forty-five days. Shooting a “B” film was generally slated for twenty days, but most were cut to twelve or fifteen days.2 Production budgets were trimmed, and most films were shot with the less expensive black-and-white film stock versus Technicolor. Some productions filmed on actual locations rather than relying on a studio soundstage and backlot, echoing Italian neorealism productions.3 Studios took another cost-saving move by not renewing long-term contracts for their producers, directors, and stars, finding it more economical to strike a limited-picture deal.4

A tighter economy was also reflected in the overseas market, especially in Europe, as many foreign countries returned to producing films to compete for the audience’s attention. Several European countries placed restrictions on how many American-made films were allowed to be exhibited on a yearly basis, as well as freezing Hollywood revenues from previous foreign box office earnings. (It was estimated that in 1946, foreign country earnings of Hollywood films totaled nearly $90 million.) England held $20 million of frozen earnings, which would be available should any American producer choose to produce a film in their country.5 Walt Disney did just that when he made his first live-action film, Treasure Island (1950), and other studios soon followed suit.

Darker storm clouds were beginning to form over Hollywood.

As labor tried to organize in Hollywood during the Depression-wracked 1930s, studio executives strongly hinted that all studio unions were rife with Communist infiltration, even insinuating that several major stars were likely “Red sympathizers.” With the outbreak of World War II, the anti-Communist delirium faded as Russia became an ally, but that fever returned with a vengeance in 1946. The House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC), aided by the conservative Motion Picture Alliance for the Preservation of American Ideals (MPA), was ready and willing to clean out Hollywood’s Communists.

Informal interviews began with MPA members who singled out people in the industry they suspected were Communists. With that information, HUAC launched a formal investigation into Communist infiltration and influence in the film industry. While the hearings focused on various people in the industry, several members of the Screen Writers Guild became prime targets because they were either members of the American Communist Party or they attended meetings. Ten witnesses, nine writers and one director, were labeled “unfriendly” and cited for contempt of Congress for refusing to testify. (They were quickly nicknamed “The Hollywood Ten.”) Studio executives stated that those witnesses would no longer be employed until they were completely cleared of being a Communist. The ten men were fined and sentenced to prison in 1948, as hearings continued into the 1950s, resulting in more writers, directors, and performers being blacklisted.6

Hollywood’s major blow came with the Supreme Court’s Paramount Decree on May 3, 1948.

In 1938, a government antitrust lawsuit was filed on behalf of independent exhibitors, charging the five major studios with restraint of trade and practicing “block booking” and “blind bidding,” which guaranteed studios a positive financial return, even with their less popular films. (“Block booking” forced theater exhibitors to book several films at once, while “blind bidding” compelled an exhibitor to rent a film, sight unseen.) The five major studios—Fox, Warner Bros., MGM, Paramount, and RKO—owned various theaters across the country, with Paramount holding the largest amount, 1,250 theaters in forty-three states. In November 1940, the studios agreed to a consent decree that outlawed blind bidding and would limit block booking to a group of no more than five pictures. This consent decree was to last for three years while the government and studios worked to reach a more equitable agreement.

With the expiration of the consent decree, it was business as usual, as the studios continued to employ blind bidding and block booking, until the Justice Department revived their antitrust actions in 1945. The Justice Department was now determined to completely separate the studios from their theater chains and put an end to blind bidding and block booking. The Supreme Court ruled that the studios had violated antitrust laws, and forced them to relinquish their movie theater ownership.

It was the beginning of the end of the fabled studio system.7

* * *

The war had not just changed the world, but also the people in Hollywood. Many stars had long resented the constraints of a studio contract. Actors wanted the freedom to pick and choose projects, not be assigned a film that was just another warmed-over plot from a previous film. Refusing to appear in a movie resulted in suspension for the rebellious performer, such as Bette Davis, Olivia de Havilland, and James Cagney. They were all suspended by Warner Bros. for refusing to accept certain roles. (Jack Warner called Cagney “the professional againster.”)8

The quest for independence was not limited to actors, as several directors also yearned for greater artistic autonomy. The directors who served in World War II had seen the horrors of war and the ugliness of mankind. Returning to work for a studio executive who acted like a dictator simply held no appeal.9 Autonomy would allow a director the freedom to make the kind of film story he wanted to tell.

In January 1946, Frank Capra, William Wyler, and George Stevens formed Liberty Films. The three filmmakers agreed they would act as independent producer-directors, with RKO Pictures handling distribution of their films. Each partner was to make a total of three films, each investing $150,000 to handle preproduction costs. Only Capra had a film ready to go into production, It’s a Wonderful Life (1946), which proved to be the first—and only—film produced by Liberty Films. Stevens had no project that interested him, while Wyler was completing The Best Years of Our Lives (1946) for Samuel Goldwyn.

Awaiting the release of Capra’s film, the company had no infusion of cash, causing the partners to chip in to meet expenses. (Although now considered a classic, It’s a Wonderful Life was not a box office hit when released.) As financial demands drained the partners’ wallets, they agreed to sell Liberty Films to Paramount in January 1947. As part of the deal, George Stevens and William Wyler agreed to direct five films for Paramount.

* * *

John Ford and Merian C. Cooper discussed plans to form their own company back in 1937, although nothing came of it until three years later when they created Argosy Pictures. (Argosy in Italian means a large ship or a prosperous supply, and the company’s logo was a three-masted ship.10) Stagecoach, produced by Walter Wanger for United Artists, was unofficially an Argosy production, with Cooper serving as uncredited producer. The Western that Selznick walked away from proved to be a great success, both at the box office and with critics. Wanger quickly agreed to sign up Argosy Pictures for two more films. The Long Voyage Home (1940), based on several Eugene O’Neill one-act plays, focused on the lives of merchant seamen who fight to battle loneliness as well as an upcoming world war. While critics praised Ford’s film, it was nothing short of a washout at the box office. The second film, Eagle Squadron, centered on American pilots who join a British RAF squadron in 1940 to fight Germany’s aggression. With the box office disappointment of The Long Voyage Home, Wanger was hardly in a rush to jump into another production, and they parted ways.11

World War II put a halt to any future Argosy projects, but the company was restructured on January 2, 1946, with Ford serving as chairman of the board and Cooper as company president. Argosy was funded with half a million dollars, half of the amount coming from Ford and Cooper, while twelve other investors (made up of OSS colleagues) contributed the remaining share.12 Ford’s Argosy contract stated he would direct at least one film per year over a three-year period, with a yearly salary of $150,000, while Cooper would be paid $50,000 a year.

The ultimate goal of Argosy wasn’t just to make their own films, but to own them outright. Ford and Cooper realized that owning their own movies would allow Argosy to rerelease them to theaters, pocketing a larger percentage of the profits. While television was just beginning to make its debut as a form of entertainment, studios and independent producers realized that in the not-too-distant future, previously released films would provide a gold mine of ready-made product for television.13 Cooper attempted to purchase Stagecoach and The Long Voyage Home from United Artists, but was met with silence. Summing up his feelings about being an independent filmmaker, Ford once told his grandson, Dan, that “Freedom is a much-cherished thing. You’ve got to fight for freedom.” Cooper and Ford were soon to learn that forming a company was easier than securing a deal beneficial to Argosy.

Cooper approached United Artists about producing Argosy’s first production, The Last Outlaw, a remake of the 1919 version Ford directed at Universal. A deal was struck with United Artists, who purchased the story rights and would handle all distribution, with Argosy receiving 70 percent of the profits.14 When the deal collapsed, Cooper turned to Monogram Pictures to produce the film. Monogram was notorious for producing extremely low-budget productions featuring B- or C-grade stars in a week—or less. As Ford biographer Scott Eyman noted, attempting to strike a deal with Monogram, Ford and Cooper showed how “committed they were to independence.”15 (While Monogram would have loved to be associated with Ford and Cooper, the deal fell apart over financing.) Both men came to the realization that the company’s best bet was securing a multipicture deal instead of an individual project. On September 27, 1946, Argosy signed a four-picture deal with RKO. A clause in the contract noted that if Argosy’s first film was successful, Ford’s passion project, The Quiet Man, would be put into production.16

Argosy chose The Fugitive, an adaptation of Graham Greene’s novel The Power and the Glory, as their first release. It is about a priest who doubts his faith and calling, and is caught in an unnamed Mexican state that denounces any form of Christianity and enforces the murder of every priest. Attempting to escape by ship, the priest (Henry Fonda) stays when a villager’s religious needs force him to make a choice. Eventually captured by the state police, the priest walks to his execution with a rebirth in his faith. In the end, as parishioners privately pray for the dead priest, another arrives to carry on.

The film is visually stunning, due to Gabriel Figueroa’s wonderful camera work, but suffers from a heavy dose of symbolism. In Greene’s novel, the priest is an alcoholic and womanizer, subjects that never would have received approval from the Production Code Administration. Instead, writer Dudley Nichols crafted the script to show the priest’s failings were limited to his self-doubt as a man of the cloth until the need to fulfill his religious calling takes over. Fonda was chosen because of his popularity as a box office attraction, while Ward Bond was cast as “El Gringo,” a wanted criminal, echoing the priest’s attempt to escape the country. Dolores del Rio, stunningly photographed, is a Mary Magdalene–type character who aids the priest, while Pedro Armendáriz (in his first of three films with Ford) is the brutal police lieutenant. John Qualen, Robert Armstrong, J. Carrol Naish (giving an excellent performance as the police informer), Chris-Pin Martin, Miguel Inclán, and Leo Carrillo rounded out the cast.

Ford and Cooper decided to film entirely in Mexico, as it not only fit the story’s locale, but production costs would be considerably lower. The film’s budget was $1.13 million, with Argosy putting up $782,000 (as well as $100,000 in cash), and RKO providing $250,000. Released in New York City on Christmas Day, 1947, critics generally approved of The Fugitive, but the box office held a disparate opinion, taking in a slim $818,000. After subtracting RKO’s distribution fee, Argosy was left with just a little over $500,000, with a debt load of over a million dollars.17

The Fugitive begs the unanswered question: Why did Ford and Cooper choose this story as the basis for their first film? It’s hardly box office material, as the narrative echoes the totalitarian actions by the Soviet Union at the time. Along with the heavy visual symbolism, The Fugitive simply is not the type of movie to attract huge audiences. The studio newspaper ads did not help create much interest by proclaiming it a “peril-laden adventure of a man’s desperate plight!” Another ad relied on Ford’s stature as a filmmaker, stating it was directed by “John Ford, who gave you The Informer, The Hurricane, Stagecoach, [and] The Grapes of Wrath.”

After the war, several smaller theaters, mostly in large metropolitan cities, became known as “art houses,” screening various foreign or American-made independent films, as well as documentaries. The Fugitive was the type of film that would have easily appealed to that circuit, albeit smaller than major theater chains. Prior to production, Ford admitted in a letter to Darryl F. Zanuck that he knew the film wasn’t “a sound commercial gamble,” but his heart and his faith compelled him to make the picture. Whatever his attraction, The Fugitive not only put Argosy Pictures into a financial hole right out of the starting gate, but firmly torpedoed any chances for Ford to make The Quiet Man at RKO.

Ford and Cooper realized they needed to turn things around quickly in order for Argosy to survive, let alone be successful. Ford’s next project for Argosy would see him return to a genre he knew well—the Western.18
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