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“Lest We Forget …”


The United States themselves are essentially the greatest poem … the genius of the United States is not best or most in its executives or legislatures, not in its ambassadors or authors or colleges or churches or parlors, nor even in its newspapers or inventors … but always most in the common people. Their manners speech dress friendships—the freshness and candor of their physiognomy—the picturesque looseness of their carriage … their deathless attachment to freedom—their aversion to anything indecorous or soft or mean … the fierceness of their roused resentment—their curiosity and welcome of novelty—their self-esteem and wonderful sympathy—their susceptibility to a slight—the air they have of persons who never knew how it felt to stand in the presence of their superiors—the fluency of their speech—their delight in music, the sure symptom of manly tenderness and native elegance of soul … their good temper and openhandedness … these too are unrhymed poetry. It awaits the gigantic and generous treatment worthy of them.

FROM THE INTRODUCTION TO WALT WHITMAN’S
“LEAVES OF GRASS”

Half of an Irishman’s lies are true.

ANONYMOUS


PRINT THE LEGEND
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PROLOGUE

The old man was in rare form, and he had picked a fine place for it.

The Lido is a tree-covered island about eight miles long and a few hundred yards wide that forms the eastern boundary of the Venice lagoon. In the first week of September 1971, John Ford came to the Lido, to the arabesque Excelsior Hotel, to be honored by the Venice Film Festival.

He was a frail, seventy-seven-year-old man in poor health who invariably contrived to give the entirely correct impression that he was not to be trifled with. On the boat from the airport, he had been plagued by a fussy attendant in the private vaporetto.1 “Water a bit choppy, sir?” the attendant had inquired. “Fancy saying that to an admiral in the Navy,” he shot back.

And now there was a critic at the door of his hotel room, come for his scheduled interview. Barbara Ford, her father’s traveling companion and handler, politely told the critic that the interview might not be possible; Daddy was being inconvenienced by some sudden stomach trouble. “Come in, come in,” yelled Ford from the lavatory.2 “I can deal with two shits at once.”

The critic soon disposed of, a couple of people from the British Film Institute arrived to talk to him about the upcoming season devoted to his films.3 He hadn’t wanted to do any more talking, but Barbara said that she’d “go ask Daddy.” She came back quickly. “Daddy said he would give you three minutes.”

Ford was in bed now, looking rough and ready. Ken Wlaschin, the director of the BFI, told him that they were looking for 35mm prints of some of his rarer films. It was a subject of no interest to Ford. “Where do you come from?” he asked Wlaschin.

“Uh, Nebraska.”

“Yes, I can understand what you say. And where do you come from?” Ford said, turning to John Gillett.

“London.”

“I can’t understand a goddamn thing you say.”

Being put on the defensive was the customary surcharge for the pleasure of Ford’s company, and your reaction to the tough, unhelpful persona he had perfected would determine whether or not you were worthy to endure more of it. Gillett made a quick mental calculation that capitulation would be fatal.

“In that case,” he said, “I’ll move a little closer.”

“What’s happening tonight?”

Gillett explained that a number of artists were going to be given awards and declared Maestros of Cinema.

“Who?”

“Well, Marcel Carné …”

“Never heard of him.”

“And Bergman.”

“Ingrid?”

“Ingmar.”

“Oh. He called me one of his favorites …”

An hour past their allotted three minutes, it was time for Wlaschin and Gillett to leave. John Ford had to get ready for the ceremony.

One of the two closing-night films of that year’s festival was Directed by John Ford, a documentary by Peter Bogdanovich that traced Ford’s career from his first directorial efforts in 1917. It was narrated by Orson Welles and contained excerpts from twenty-six of Ford’s more than 130 films, interviews with John Wayne, Henry Fonda, and James Stewart, and some hilariously cursory, unhelpful comments from Ford himself.

It was a rich tapestry that effectively communicated the bounty of Ford’s career, as well as his deceptive range. Here was The Iron Horse, the first Western epic, there the passionate sympathy for the dispossessed of The Grapes of Wrath; here the moody fatalism of sailors fighting a losing campaign in They Were Expendable, there the romantic idyll of The Quiet Man; here the unleashed misanthropic savagery of Ethan Edwards in The Searchers, there the gloomy resignation of The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance; here the glowing humanity of How Green Was My Valley, there the lean, laconic gravity of My Darling Clementine—a tapestry of film cumulatively creating a vision of humanity that defined a nation and influenced the world.

The film also gave a good sense of Ford’s perverse personality. Six Academy Awards, more than any other director has ever won, had been presented to a man who resolutely refused to talk seriously about movies—his own or anybody else’s. Ford was so skilled at playing the part of a crusty but simple working stiff with an uncanny way of blundering into masterpieces, that there were those who believed he had been staggeringly lucky for nearly eighty years.

On the night of September 5, Directed by John Ford was screened at the Lido Cinema Palace. After it was over, everybody traveled to the Doge’s Palace for the awards ceremony. On St. Mark’s Square, there were trumpeters and drums and banners waving in the gentle Venetian night. Ford, wearing a dinner jacket covered with his military medals, made his entrance being pushed in a wheelchair. The Moors in the clocktower struck midnight and the old man slowly rose and had yet another honor pinned to his jacket.

With the superb command of dramatic understatement that would never leave him, John Ford brushed away a tear as the audience stood and cheered.
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“The first thing that happened when you got an assignment with Ford is that everybody told you legendary stories about him,” remembered the screenwriter Winston Miller.4 It would often be the famous one about a producer telling him he was five pages behind schedule, whereupon Ford ripped five pages out of the script, handed them to the crestfallen producer, and snapped, “Now we’re back on schedule.”

Or it could be lesser known but similar tales, such as the one concerning the producer who discovered that Ford had missed an angle in a scene. Against everybody’s advice, the producer went down to the set and told Ford that the rushes were excellent, but that there was a shot missing and, maybe, perhaps, Ford might be able to pick it up?

“You really think we need it?” Ford asked. The producer said yes. Rising from his chair, Ford said, “You shoot it,” walked off the set, off the lot, and onto his boat.

“Everybody in town knew these stories,” said Winston Miller, “and [everybody thought] they were true.”

If all the stories about John Ford weren’t absolutely true, it’s because a lot of them were spread by him. He loved to tell stories; whether they were true or false didn’t really matter. He would tell people the most outrageous falsehoods with a perfectly straight face. He would assert that his father had come to America to fight in the Civil War, when his father hadn’t arrived in America until seven years after Appomattox.

Sometimes he would admit to having acted in his early days in Hollywood, other times he would snap, “I deny it. I just doubled for my brother.”5 Several times he told people he had worked as a cowboy in Arizona, which raised the question of why he was such a bad rider.6

“I was born in a pub in Ireland,” he would say, and then this man who had been born and raised in Maine would engage in a lengthy discussion of the glories of pub life.7

“He told so many straight lies,” said Robert Parrish, who did time with Ford as an actor, editor, and a member of Ford’s unit during World War II.8 “The thing of it was, he wasn’t telling the lies to get anything important. He was the most secretive man I ever knew. He could be talkative and friendly one day, another day abusive. There was no hard rule. He was not the most reliable man; he’d say one thing and do another.”

Ford was a man who told stories for the sake of telling stories—to amuse his audience, of course, but mostly to amuse himself. He would mention in passing that he knew Wyatt Earp—quite true—that Earp told him all about the gunfight at the O.K. Corral, and that the way Ford reproduced it in My Darling Clementine was “exactly the way it had been”—utterly false. He told screenwriter Joel Sayre that he rode with Pancho Villa, neatly appropriating an adventure director Raoul Walsh claimed for himself.9 (Actually, Walsh only directed location footage of Villa in 1914.)

Mostly, Ford laid down these thickets of stories so that he could give the impression of a physically rambunctious, horny-handed son of the soil. It was all part of the vast, comprehensive smoke screen that was part and parcel of John Ford.

Such flights of fancy are hardly grievous character flaws; Ford was, after all, a professional storyteller. That some of the stories turn out to be true in no way detracts from their deceptive purposes. He was a product of the age of Teddy Roosevelt—self-reliance and a sense of adventure were vital qualities for a man who made movies about and associated with men of action. Ford tried hard to live up to the legend he created for himself.

John Ford delighted in pretending to be a roughneck, but his films show that he was deeply tender and sensitive. He tested people relentlessly, tested their abilities, their temperament, their fears, and above all their loyalty, mostly by abusing them. If they remained loyal despite his taunts, Ford would reciprocate forever. If they failed, or were even perceived to have failed, he “closed the iron door on them.” It would not do to sentimentalize this man; although Ford’s bark was worse than his bite, he could draw blood, and often did.

As nearly as can be determined, he never gave himself completely to anyone.
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The primary quandary of the director in Hollywood has always been how to make the movie you want while using other people’s money. To come on like an artist was invariably fatal, as Sternberg and Welles, among others, would find out. No, the best way to get your way was to adopt the pose of a hardworking commercial carpenter who just happened to work in the movie business.

Ford perfected that persona and added other things to it—fear, mostly. He was fast and good, rebellious and caustic, irascible and witty and contradictory. With Ford, everything had an edge. Very quickly, word got out that he could make a successful picture on time and on budget, but it would have to be made his way. That he was a terrible-tempered man who summed himself up in the phrase, “Give me the script and leave me alone.”10 Oh yes, one other thing: on occasion, he would drink.

Other directors, even good ones, photographed scripts, used actors and words. At his best, John Ford gave the impression he was bypassing all that and was photographing pure story, the essence of narrative.

“I’ve never known anybody [in Hollywood] that commanded such respect,” said Robert Parrish.11 “Willy Wyler made wonderful pictures, but he would shoot an awful lot of film. Ford would shoot very little; often it was only one take. The casts and crew had all worked with him for quite a while. They knew what it meant if he raised his hand or shook his head or lit his pipe. They were a company, like a play that had been on the road for three years. Everybody knew what everybody else was doing.”

What John Ford brought to movies was a sense of the turning of the earth, the easy rhythm of life as experienced by people who have a bond with the land. Fueling this was his fascination with people.

“He knows the birthplace and blood of the waiter that brings dinner to his room,” was the way one reporter phrased it.12 “He interviews the interviewer…. Once or twice he … stopped a stray passer-by for directions—a couple hurrying home, an unshaven man who lifted his hand to point and revealed that three fingers were missing, a slightly puzzled newcomer who was lost too. Each time Mr. Ford saluted politely and went on. But each time his eyes hesitated for an unnecessary moment on the face of his guide as if he would like to stop for a few moments swapping stories and talk under a street lamp.”

In his heart, he would always remain nostalgic, romantic, and, socially speaking, innately conservative, which makes his lifelong adherence to liberal principles even more startling. Deeply shy, he loved the physical act of making movies because it was the only thing that enabled him to come out of himself. Terrified of being found out to be a sensitive man and artist, he constructed a rocklike carapace, a character that he could play. He would be curmudgeonly, old-before-his-time Jack Ford, the man who made Westerns—half contrary, bloody-minded Irishman, half flinty New Englander, 100 percent anarchic individualist.

If you told him you liked Roosevelt, he’d claim allegiance to Alf Landon; encountering a Republican, he would claim to be a diehard New Dealer. Once a man asked him if it was true that he had given a tank to Franco’s army in Spain. “That’s right,” he said, “but don’t worry about it. I gave one to the good side too.”

Claimed as one of their own by conservatives, accused of treating Indians badly and blacks with a patriarch’s affectionate condescension, three of his last films were serious movies about blacks (Sergeant Rutledge), Indians (Cheyenne Autumn), and women (7 Women).

The point was to never let anybody know who the real John Ford was. He wanted nothing, nothing, known of his thought processes, his motives, goals, or inner needs. It was a front he maintained with more than due diligence, dropping it only when drunk, when he would get sloppy and sentimental. Yet, actors knew that he was one of them, at least as far as sensitivity was concerned, knew that, as one put it, “He cried more than he roared.”13

The roots of his extraordinary talent remained elusive. His childhood had nominal creative input, his adolescence only slightly more so. His sole aspirations were vague longings for a career in the Navy, which wasn’t pursued until middle age.

Yet it was John Ford, more than any director since D. W. Griffith, who instinctively understood the potential of film, who knew how to utilize all the devices intrinsic to the medium. He understood pacing, framing, angles, lighting; composition. He understood characters and reality, understood the value of myth, understood people and understood time.

He had a long list of dislikes, which included actors who acted like actors, almost all producers, most critics, and certain family members. Like all men capable of great cruelty, he was an expert psychologist, with an unerring sense of another’s weak spot.

Because his personal list of pet peeves was so long, he didn’t have much time for the prejudices of society at large. He was not, for instance, homophobic, although, having been born in the last decade of the nineteenth century, and brought up Roman Catholic, it might have been expected. He regularly employed a wardrobe man who was well known as a homosexual.14 Ford knew it and wouldn’t allow any of his stock company, some of whom were, shall we say, less than sensitive in these matters, to taunt the man.

In his work, Ford’s Irish melancholy manifested itself in a sense of loss—for a vanished innocence, for a lost love, for a community, for a home. Many of Ford’s films are large-scale, even epic, yet they contain the same warmth, domestic detail, and intimacy of his small movies. He had humor, of course, but he also had an intense and sustained gravity and feeling for the dramatic—in landscape, and in people. His sense of rapport with the men and women of his movies was remarkable; it is a world of genial humanity—not of cardinal sins, but of venial, hedonistic ones.

Ford’s deepest moments concern memory and loss—Ma Joad burning her letters and keepsakes before leaving for California; Frank Skeffington walking home alone while the winner’s parade moves in the opposite direction; Abe Lincoln at the grave of Anne Rutledge; Hallie Stoddard remaining in love all her life with the man who really shot Liberty Valance; Ethan Edwards exiling himself from his family and society. Ford’s vision moved from one of inclusion—the climaxes of Stagecoach and My Darling Clementine—to exclusion, where the dances and burials and civilization itself are regarded with the wary eye of the outcast.

A good case can be made that America’s sense of itself, as far as the movies are concerned, derives from two people: Frank Capra and John Ford. Of these two men, it was John Ford who told the truth.

For all of Capra’s supposed respect for the common man, the films that made his reputation are largely repetitions of one single plot trope—ruthless businessman finds it childishly easy to manipulate the public against the simple, lanky man of the people, the incarnation of the mob for which Capra pretended to have such respect. Capra’s morality tales say that all that stands in the way of human happiness is one nasty banker or politician. Once they are vanquished, usually through public abasement, the world returns to its natural state.

Ford’s social vision was every bit as intense, but far more nuanced and mature. America’s humane idealism gave him his themes, and his best films are energized by his recognition of his country’s internal conflicts; as Geoffrey O’Brien wrote, “Behind every assertion of God and Motherhood, and Country, a covert blasphemy peeps fitfully out; the suspicion that it might all be a sham.”15

Ford insisted that doing the right thing can and probably will get you killed, that defeat may be man’s natural state, but that honor can and must be earned. His men are not leaders so much as loners, and their greatest acts are renunciations. It’s no accident that, when Ford made a movie about World War II, he made one about a campaign America lost. Ford’s films can be seen as one cumulative epic of America’s national mythology as told by its foot soldiers, an elegiac, driving history that Ford saw as part nostalgic fantasy, part hardshell objective reality.

Although Ford had an affecting faith in both the idea and the people of America, he was never blind to the ongoing presence of bigotry and racism, whether against his own people (Mother Machree), the Okies (The Grapes of Wrath), Indians (Fort Apache), or blacks (Sergeant Rutledge). While most of his films are about, to use the title of a 1930 Ford film, Men Without Women, in the trilogy of films Ford made with John Wayne and Maureen O’Hara, he evoked very nearly every phase of mature heterosexual romance—courtship, raw sexual need, the compromises of marriage, the difficult rearing of children, catastrophic misalliance, and bitter estrangement.

And of course there are the Westerns. Ford’s Westerns have the feeling of life as well as the aura of legend. You can hear the timber creak as he combines the theme of the odyssey with his abiding sense of unkempt humanity. Ford’s Westerns fulfill the essential requirement of anything lasting about America—they are about promise and, sometimes, its betrayal.

John Ford brought the art form to what still seems an ultimate synthesis of character and landscape—pictures superseding words, meanings too deep to be explained, yearnings that must remain unspoken. Most movies are all plot—what happens next?—but Ford’s movies are less about what the main character will do than they are about the mysterious question of what he actually is.

Any artist’s work takes precedence over his life, but, to an unusual degree, Ford’s work was his life; his own history and beliefs are scattered like seed through his films, and ripened into vast statements in both his middle and late periods.

I have tried to record John Ford’s life, what he said and did and thought. I have attempted to resist the oppressive moral vanity of our age, in which biographers adopt the role of prosecutor and profess disappointment over human failings that occur nearly as frequently among biographers as they do among artists.

To be a serious artist is to have a single-minded mania for control, the precise quality that makes it extremely difficult to be a loving husband and father. To spend hundreds of pages primly documenting every instance of ill temper or alcoholic outburst strikes me as pointless as writing about fish and reporting with outrage that they are cold and wet.

Any artist who arouses clean, uncomplicated feelings will almost certainly turn out to be unworthy of serious attention. Human beings are not clean and uncomplicated, and John Ford was a very human being.

The great epigram of Ford’s career is, of course, “When the legend becomes fact, print the legend,” from The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance. With all due respect for the amber hue of myth, this book concerns itself with how the facts of John Martin Feeney led to the legend of John Ford.
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Young Jack Feeney (back row, right) along with the rest of the state championship Portland High football team in 1913.

BFI FILMS: STILLS, POSTERS AND DESIGNS




PART ONE

FROM MAINE TO HOLLYWOOD

“His father was a lobsterman. He was a wonderful old man.16 Jack looked more like his father than his mother … [He had] a brogue you could cut with a knife.”

 

OLIVE CAREY


CHAPTER ONE

Today, western Ireland is a sparsely populated landscape, but in the early nineteenth century it was filled with people. John Feeney, the father of John Ford, was just one of four million people who abandoned Ireland in the long aftermath of the potato famine of 1846, when three-fourths of the potato crop was blighted and much of the western part of the country was threatened with starvation.17

By 1851, Ireland had already lost about 2.4 million people, 1.1 million to death by starvation, 1.3 million to emigration.18 As the Irish dispersed to other lands, they took their country with them. Ireland has a very specific spiritual temper—irreverent, socially conservative, with a booziness of almost manic proportions, and an authentic contempt for demagogues and politicians. The guile of the Irish fails to stem their self-destructiveness, the nihilistic alcoholism that often accompanies song, entertaining persiflage, historical reminiscence. The Irish know how to maneuver; they’re a nation of factionalists and operators.

As a country that has been occupied for most of its history, the only power the Irish were allowed was over their families, their only self-expression dance, music, literature, and conversation. So Ireland became a land of indirection and duplicity, with a people wary of betrayal. The concept of victory in defeat, and the hero as stylish victim—Parnell, Wilde—are as ingrained in the Irish character as eloquence, and would come to their finely polished perfection in the work of John Ford.

John Feeney was born June 16, 1854, in Galway, the son of Patrick Feeney and Mary Curran.19 Spiddal, the town in which John grew up, was a little farming community. It was a time when, as one Galway man remarked, a local Catholic “would gladly embrace any pecuniary assistance that would take them anywhere they could make a living.”20 That assistance came in the form of a visit from an uncle named Mike Connelly (some accounts spell it Connolly) who had gone to America more than a decade before, and done very well for himself.

At eighteen, John Feeney was a large, strong young man, not without intellect, not without ambition. The only opportunity to be had in Spiddal was eking out a living by farming on somebody else’s land. He could see there was more opportunity someplace else. Someplace like America.

There was, in the western part of Ireland at that time, a tradition called an “American wake” that John Feeney might well have been accorded. It was a farewell party for the departing native—food and drink and dancing to a vigorous fiddle into the wee hours, and then little or no sleep into the morning, when it would be time to make the rounds and say farewell.21 It was the kind of social ritual—outwardly exuberant but with an underlying touch of valedictory sadness—that John Feeney’s son would portray better than anybody.
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John Feeney arrived in America on June 8, 1872.22 The town was Boston, the ship a Cunard vessel he had boarded in Queenstown. The year John Feeney arrived in America, about 72,000 other Irish did as well.

Feeney was typical in every sense, for the immigrants of Feeney’s time were predominantly young, predominantly Catholic, predominantly from poor rural or western districts. They were laborers and farmers who had little capital—a couple of pounds at most.23 But they didn’t need a great deal of capital to make the voyage. Because of the volume of traffic, and the rise of steamships that could carry a thousand or so people in steerage, the fares were surprisingly affordable—an Irishman could travel to America for as little as $8.75.24

The great majority of the Irish sailed to either New York or Boston. The dangers on the long voyage were typhus and cholera from overcrowding; the dangers upon landing were only marginally less—gangs of “runners,” Irish hustlers who stole baggage and cheated countrymen trying to make their way from the port. Confused and broke, many Irish immigrants got no farther than the tenements of their landfall city.

John Feeney was made of sturdier stuff. There was no work in Boston? Very well, he’d go someplace else, someplace where there was family, a cousin or two, and plenty of work to be had—Maine. John Feeney, like his youngest son, had a knack for finding his way.

If the famine was the defining event of the nineteenth century in Ireland, it turned out to be one of the defining events of America as well. The influx of the Irish in various Northern cities strengthened institutions—the Democratic Party, Tammany Hall—but it also traumatized immigrants like Feeney. No matter where they settled, they remained more intimately connected to their native land than many other European immigrants, who were only too glad to come to America. For the Irish, it was a forced march, and their ambivalence would infect their children.

As soon as John Feeney emigrated, he followed in the emotional footsteps of millions of his countrymen. The harshness, the dourness, the malice of his native country was forgotten, and all that was remembered was the beauty, the whimsy. Ireland became a green place where joyous people had an endless party and uttered memorable aphorisms. The inherited Ireland, the Ireland of the imagination, became far more important than the often disillusioning reality.

In time, John Feeney’s son would come to know and like Joseph Kennedy and support Jack Kennedy in his political rise, but that family’s carefully constructed country club fantasy held no charms for him. John Ford’s Irish were and would always remain hard-drinking peasants—raffish, tough sons of bitches—as well as generous, funny, curiously honest, and complex people.

Despite the success to be found by so many of the Irish in America, many Irish-Americans never overcame deep-seated feelings of inferiority and insecurity; emotional conflicts were often internalized, and resulted in self-destructive behavior—overwork, apostasy, alcoholism.
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In 1875, three years after John Feeney came to America, he married Barbara Curran, who would be known to family and friends as Abby. Barbara had been born in the town of Kilronan on the island of Inishmore, one of the ferociously hostile Aran Islands, a limestone reef at the mouth of Galway Bay, unreclaimable rock separated by a profusion of crude stone walls. For Abby, life in Maine would have been a year-round Christmas compared to the insular hardships of Kilronan.

The year after they were married, the children began arriving, eleven of them—Mary Agnes in 1876, Della in 1878, Patrick in 1879, Francis in 1881, Bridget in 1883, Barbara in 1888, Edward in 1889, Josephine in 1891, Joanna in 1892, John in 1894, and Daniel in 1898.

Of these children, five died in infancy, leaving Mary Agnes (known as Maime), Patrick, Francis, Edward, Josephine, and John—six brothers and sisters.25 Despite the dreadful infant mortality, which couldn’t have been much of an improvement over Spiddal, America seemed to suit the Feeneys; eight years after his arrival in America, on September 11, 1880, John Feeney became an American citizen.26

John Ford always claimed to have been born Sean Aloysius O’Fearna—or some small variant—on February 1, 1895. For ninety-odd years, he was taken at his word. But the registry of births for Cape Elizabeth, Maine, clearly records the birth of John Martin Feeney on February 1, 1894. That is the date on his birth registration, on his school records at Portland High School, and on his death certificate. When young John—family and friends always called him Jack—was born in Cape Elizabeth, an agrarian community a few miles outside of Portland, his father was working as a farmer.

The subtraction of a year from Jack’s age stemmed from a childhood bout with diphtheria that caused him to lose a year at school. His reasons for Gaelicizing his name were almost certainly because it made him feel more Irish, more authentic. O’Fearna is indeed the Gaelic equivalent of Feeney, but there are no O’Fearnas in Spiddal, and if you inquire about that family, you will get the response, “No, Feeney.”

From his Irish roots, his New England environment, and from what he observed around the dinner table, young Jack’s character was formed. Ford rarely spoke in specifics about his parents, but it’s probable that his father’s nature was a combination of the loving but stern fathers that Donald Crisp would play in his films, crossed with the transparent braggadocio of Victor McLaglen’s Sergeant Quincannon. John Feeney was many things, for he had a large family to feed. He would be a fisherman, a farmer, a saloonkeeper, an unofficial alderman around Portland’s Munjoy Hill. He would be whatever he needed to be.

In old age, John Feeney looked like a potential hard case—tall, with big shoulders, long arms, and huge, gnarled hands—but the testimony of his children and the people who knew him is of a benign, engaging character. When the spirit moved him, he could tear off a prodigious Irish jig. He loved horse races, and he loved to gamble.

“He would tell about the great things he’d done as a young man,” Ford would say of his father, “such as the time he lifted a heavy boulder up out of the water, or how he swam Galway Bay.27 Of course, he was a damn liar, but he would entertain us as kids. He was always stopping runaway horses—in fact it was his great yen; it was all horses and buggies in those days and, like a bullfighter, he stopped a horse and grabbed it—he was a big, powerful man—and yanked this horse to its knees.”

There would be a persistent legend in the Feeney family that they believed explained their doggedly contrarian natures.28 It seemed that John Feeney’s uncle Mike Connelly—or Connolly—had emigrated to America early in 1862. As he descended the gangplank, he was asked by a smiling stranger if he would like to be a streetcar conductor. Mike thought that was a very fine idea indeed, so he was given a uniform which he found entitled him only to fight in the battle of Shiloh. He took this duplicity amiss and promptly deserted to the Confederacy, serving with great distinction in that cause.

Ford was always to claim a kinship with Uncle Mike. The story is probably apocryphal—there was a Michael Connolly who served as a volunteer in the Maine Infantry, but he never deserted, entering and departing the service as a private, while, on the Confederate side, there were numerous Michael Connollys, Connellys, or Conleys, but none of them were from Maine.2930 More importantly, the idea of a man without a clear allegiance to any political interests besides his own would always have a metaphorical resonance for Ford.
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Portland, Maine, is a peninsula jutting into Casco Bay. It is three miles long by about three-fourths of a mile wide, and its shape resembles that of a Viking ship, with the area called Munjoy Hill at the prow. The French and English fought over the land, and the English won, building the town they called Falmouth. White pines from nearby forests provided masts for the Royal Navy, but the English failed to have any sense of gratitude; during the Revolution, they opened fire on the town from the harbor and destroyed it. On July 4, 1786, Falmouth was renamed Portland, so as to obliterate the hated English patrimony.

By the mid–nineteenth century, Portland was a lively maritime town, the second largest molasses port in America after New York. The city was only partially derailed by a great fire that swept through its heart in 1866. By 1872, sixty-five trains stopped in Portland every day, and that was before the Boston & Maine Railroad came into town, or, in 1875, the Portland & Rochester. By 1880, the population was 33,810.

Portland was no backwater. There was a B. F. Keith vaudeville house, and the Jefferson Theater opened in 1897. The Feeneys could have seen Bernhardt in Camille and Maude Adams in Peter Pan. As far as the nascent nickelodeons were concerned, Preble Street was the site of the Nickel, which was one of the few theaters in America to show an early talking picture system called Cameraphone. Portland had clean, wide, tree-lined streets of cobblestone and dirt, with streetcars and a few broughams. The only famous person to emerge from Portland in the nineteenth century was Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, whose statue has occupied a place of honor in the heart of town since before Jack Feeney was born.

Jack’s world was small but rich. In the long New England summers of this time that would later be enshrined as the Gilded Age, the wealthy families of Portland would head for Bar Harbor, while the middle class would settle for a twenty-minute ferry ride to Peaks Island, picturesquely located in Casco Bay, with magnificent views of the ocean, the harbor, and the mountains eighty miles away. On Peaks Island, people could amuse themselves with a band concert, a play from the repertory theater, a trip to Greenwood Amusement Park, and a climactic clambake, followed by the trip back to Portland. It was an idyllic setting, with bowling alleys, swings, and old apple trees.

The Gem Theater was adjacent to one of the boat landings on the island, and offered movies and dancing at the same time.31 You could dance with your girl in the darkness while watching a movie over her shoulder. The Union House, the oldest hotel on the island, was particularly favored for its fish chowder. Although the year-round population of Peaks Island was only about 370, in summer the population would swell to around 1,300, not counting day-trippers.

A few miles from downtown Portland is Portland Head Light, which has been there since 1791, the first lighthouse erected on the Atlantic Coast. It’s a beautiful white pillar erupting 101 feet from the rocky shoreline. In a storm, the waves break and the spray scatters as high as the lighthouse itself. Young Jack Feeney learned of the awesome power of a Maine storm as soon as he was old enough to listen to the foghorn moaning its warnings to the ships offshore.

In those days, if you wanted to call somebody a bad name, you called him an Irishman, so Jack quickly learned to adopt an air of don’t-mess-with-me truculence. The rapid population growth of the 1890s made Munjoy Hill a village unto itself. Most of the Irish population of Portland were laborers on the waterfront, the railroad, or the auto works at the base of the Hill.

Maine enacted prohibition in the mid–nineteenth century, but there was a good deal of back-and-forth on the issue. The temperance movement was at least partially stimulated by the nearly universal drunkenness of the time. Every grocery store had casks of rum and gin, and rum breaks at 11:00 and 4:00 occurred every working day.

In 1880, the year he was naturalized, John Feeney and his family were living at 53 Center Street and he was working for the gas company.32 The year after Jack was born, John Feeney quit farming and went into a new business. “Mr. Feeney had a barroom,” remembered Portland native Mary Corcoran, whose father worked for Feeney.33

John Feeney came by his calling honestly: he married into it. Several of Abby Feeney’s sisters had bars. As Don MacWilliams, the local historian of Munjoy Hill, says, “They couldn’t always read and write [English], but they could count money.”34 The farm on Cape Elizabeth may have been purchased as a buffer against the periodic spasms of prohibition, and there was a family legend to the effect that the only reason the farm was sold was because the children were growing older and needed the higher quality schools in Portland.35

Feeney’s bar was located near the apex of a five-corner meeting place called Gorham’s Corner, which, until World War II, was the heart of Munjoy Hill. (Today, the site of Feeney’s Saloon is a vacant lot.) By 1900, the census listed John Feeney’s occupation as “restaurant,” a pleasant euphemism. Five of the six surviving children were living at home at 48 Danforth Street. (Also renting at that address was one Edward Feeney and family, presumably John’s brother or cousin.) Pat was working at the “restaurant” with his father; the mercurial Francis, newly returned from the Spanish-American War, was working as a tailor; and Eddie, Josie, and young Jack were all at school.

The Portland city directories tell the tale of the extended Feeney clan. In 1898, half the thirty-nine Feeneys in the city were laborers; by 1915, there were seventy-eight Feeneys, four-fifths of them tradesmen. America was working for John Feeney’s family; by the turn of the century, their long climb up the ladder was well under way.


CHAPTER TWO

Nearly every Munjoy Hill street had a blend of Yankees, Jews, Irish, Scandinavians, Scots, Canadians, and blacks. As late as World War II, Gaelic would be commonly heard.36 When the occasional fistfight broke out, Russian and Polish Jews would side with the Italians and Irish against the Protestants. It was the New England equivalent of a Hell’s Kitchen melting pot, except less dangerous. Doors were almost never locked, if only because any intruder was certain to receive a serious beating for his troubles.

John and Abby Feeney earned a reputation for relatively quiet, businesslike behavior. Mr. Feeney was interested in making a living, bringing up his children, and attending church on Sunday. Munjoy Hill was a distinct, self-contained little village, with its own haunted house (the Carleton mansion), the Cathedral of the Immaculate Conception for the Catholics, three synagogues for the Jews, and the Green Memorial African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church for blacks.

The modest amounts of domestic bickering in the Feeney home seemed to derive from the fact that John Feeney spoke a different dialect than his wife, and they had constant spats over pronunciation.37 As a result, the Feeneys only spoke Gaelic occasionally, although Mary McPhillips, the daughter of Ford’s brother Patrick, recalled that when the odd expression of the Ould Sod came out, “Uncle Jack tried to learn it, but my father didn’t.”38

While Jack was growing up, John Feeney never owned a home in Portland proper. Instead, he preferred to rent for around $15 to $20 a month. The houses were all similar: three- or four-story tenement flats on narrow but deep lots. Many of the tenements had yards that were big enough for a good-sized vegetable garden or a game of three-way catch, although the houses where Ford spent his adolescence had no yards at all. The owner of the building lived in one flat, usually the ground-level one, and rented out the other two. Each apartment had its own porch. A passerby could tell when tenants were home on a warm summer’s evening by the rhythmic creak of a hammock swinging on its chains, or the odor of burning citronella wafting down to the street.

For a real estate investment, John Feeney bought a simple frame house on Peaks Island for about $800. The modest but comfortable house still stands, on 1st Street, the open front porch now enclosed, the living room fireplace still needed even in the summer. The house is situated on a rise, with the yard sloping down to the bay. The house on 1st Street remained in the family until after World War II.39

There, John Feeney established a large vegetable garden and became known for his strawberries. “Abby, what would you like tonight for vegetables?” he would ask his wife, and after she made her choices, he would gather them from his garden. “We grew everything,” remembered John Ford, “we dragged seaweed up from the shore to use as fertilizer.”40

As with most of the working-class kids young Jack grew up with, sports were an outlet for the animal energies. While he was attending kindergarten through eighth grade at Emerson School in Munjoy Hill, he was a regular attendee at one of the Hill’s four baseball diamonds. Pickup football games were common at Wills Playground and Water District Park, in spite of the fact that the ground was rock-hard and the kids had almost no protective equipment.

The bumptious good health of youth was interrupted only once, when Jack was twelve and came down with diphtheria. He had to lie in bed for months while his throat was swabbed with alcohol and he ate ice.41 His sister Maime read to him—Treasure Island, Tom Sawyer, Huckleberry Finn, A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court. The stories opened wondrous vistas before Jack; he fell in love with narrative, with drama, the mind’s ability to visualize adventure. The boy developed a ferocious appetite for reading. He would replicate the experience of an ill, fragile child with matchless delicacy in How Green Was My Valley.42 His illness held him back a year at school, so he had to work all the harder to make up for lost time.

Even as a child, Jack tended to hide the most thoughtful part of himself. “He seemed about as unintellectual a person as you could imagine,” said Robert Albion, a classmate who became a Harvard professor.43 “In one class Jack was told he had no imagination. But at our fiftieth reunion in 1964 he surprised us all by saying he had always had a love affair with Eleanor of Aquitaine.”

Others, however, knew that young Feeney was an avid reader. “Every time you’d see him he’d have a book in his hand, Shakespeare or something,” remembered a classmate named Oscar Vanier.44 “He’d fight at the drop of a hat, but he had a great mind and a great sense of humor. Someone would tell him a funny story, and the next day [he] would retell it, adding all kinds of new touches to it.”

He was even then a combination of pagan and poet, although he preferred to emphasize the former. “At the school proms I was a washout,” he claimed.45 “With my two left feet I could never keep time to ‘Dardanella.’” He would tell his grandson Dan Ford that he had a very happy childhood, and he remembered his mother saying, “When he was growing up, all he did was play football and read books.”46

Intellectually, Ford was stimulated by the attention he received from a Yankee schoolteacher named William B. Jack, whom he remembered as the first person to tell him he could do something with his life.47 Academically, young Jack was what would now be termed an underachiever. His report card from the Emerson School for 1905–06 shows Reading (next to filmmaking, the great passion of his life) vacillating from Fair to Good, Arithmetic ping-ponging from Poor to Good, Geography going from Poor to Excellent.48 Even at twelve, he could do anything he set his mind to, but academic excellence was not a priority.

With some justification, Ford claimed extenuating circumstances. “I was a good student,” he said in a conversation with his grandson Dan and Katharine Hepburn.49 “I never took a book home because I had to work in the morning, sprint all the way to school, go to school and then go out on the athletic field, then at night I worked in the theater.”
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Although many working-class Portland families moved every year or so, the Feeneys tended to stay put, a pattern that would be repeated by Jack when he grew up—as an adult, in fifty-odd years he lived in only three houses. In 1897, and for the next four years, the family lived at 48 Danforth Street; in 1902, they moved to 65 Monument Street; in 1906, to 21 Sheridan Street (sharing the house with the families of Michael Myers and Patrick Mahone, plumbers). The year after that, they moved next door to 23 Sheridan, accompanied once again by the Myers clan.50

Jack usually shared a room with his brother Pat, while the loner Eddie often had a room to himself.51 From the window of the third-floor apartment at 23 Sheridan Street, Jack had a spectacular view of the town. To the east were the ships, loaded with coal and grain, crammed into the wharves on Portland Harbor. To the south were the wagons and horses that were the heart of the bustling commercial town.

It was a thriving, attractive place, but there was a downside: the Irish of Portland could make a living, they could improve their lot, but they could never quite be accepted by the town’s WASP ruling class. Ford was never ashamed of his humble beginnings. “I am of the proletariat,” he stated with quiet dignity in 1964.52 “My people were peasants. They came here, were educated. They served this country well. I love America.”

Jack’s contemporaries remembered that his first taste of the theater came at the Jefferson. Jack got a job as an usher, and would tell Portland friends that everybody went on strike the very first night he reported for work. When De Wolf Hopper came through in a play, Jack was delegated the vital job of buying Hopper his bottle of ale, for which he gave Jack a dollar. (We can safely assume that Ford kept it in the family and purchased the ale at his father’s saloon.)

Another favored memory was arising at 5:30 A.M. and serving the 6:00 A.M. Mass, which offered him a memorably detailed glimpse of a great star in some private distress. “A woman was sitting halfway back,” he remembered in 1962.53 “She wore a beautiful fur coat; the sun came through a window and touched down on it and made it shine. She had on an Alice blue cloche with a veil; when she came to the rail to receive communion she lifted the veil, there were tears in her eyes. I recognized her because I’d seen her when ushering in the theater, but I never knew what made her so sad at that time.” The woman was Ethel Barrymore.

Because of his omnipresence around the Jefferson, John was chosen to do a walk-on in a play starring Sidney Toler. He was supposed to make an entrance and hand a telegram to Toler.

“What’s this?” Toler asked.

“A telegram, sir,” said a terrified Ford.

“A telegram. You mean a wire, don’t you?” Toler was ad-libbing and cruelly playing with the young boy.

“A wire, yes sir, a wire, sir,” said John.

“What does it say?”

“I don’t know.”

“Well, why don’t you know?”

“Because I haven’t read it.”

“Why haven’t you read it?”

“Well, I …”

Toler eventually let the young boy offstage.

Ford was enthralled by show business. He told Katharine Hepburn that after the second performance of any play in Portland, he’d begin repeating the lines. Even more than the theater, however, he was attracted by movies. “Whenever I got a nickel, I went to the nickelodeon. At that time, the things I loved the most were westerns.” For a boy in provincial Maine, the movies, and California, the place where some of the movies were being made, seemed impossibly glamorous, a place of golden sunshine and boundless opportunity.

Jack seems to have been, in most respects, typical for his place and time. He was shy of girls but developed a crush on one of his schoolteachers, a Mrs. Sills.54 He and his friends formed a loose confederation called the Sheridan Streeters that, as he remembered, “formed a Portland High bulwark in the four major sports every year.” In the manner of an old soldier spinning yarns about his glorious adventures in combat, he claimed to have had his nose broken in three places in his first high school football game.

In a 1950 letter to a Portland friend, Ford waxed sardonically nostalgic about the Portland summers, when, “as a reward for virtue, Tim Donahue, one of Portland High’s famous captains and erstwhile Dock Master of Peaks Island, let us—as a special priviledge [sic]—move all the heavy baggage from the Casco Bay steamers.55 By heavy stuff I only mean things like safes, pianos, 50 foot lengths of steel cables, telegraph poles, cement blocks and railroad engines. The important stuff like ladies’ handbags and mail was personally taken care of by Timmy himself. During leisure hours we retrieved punts and forward passes thrown by Timmy.”

By the time he was fifteen, Jack had developed a sense of responsibility; he took out an insurance policy with Prudential that paid $500 in the event of his death and made his mother the beneficiary.56

Ford respected and enjoyed his father, but he adored his mother. “My God, what a marvelous cook,” he remembered. “I still practically live on baked beans…. I don’t know what her secret was, but she could make baked beans that would make your mouth water…. She could make a codfish taste like chicken. She made her favorite dish, boiled brisket of beef—she never cooked it with cabbage. She always cooked the cabbage separately. Oh, God, it was delicious.” Years later, Ford cast Sara Allgood as the unpreposessing but dominant mother in How Green Was My Valley largely because she reminded him of Abby Feeney. “She looked like my mother and I made her act like my mother.”

As with most Irish Catholic households of the time, rituals were contrived to give a form and shape to the daily minutiae. Every night before dinner, John Feeney would take two belts of Irish whiskey—no more, no less.57 “It never had any effect on him that you could see,” remembered his son. “He’d always say a blessing before his drink. So it was a religious ceremony.”

Drink was not the problem for all the Feeneys that it would be for Jack. Francis would be a good man with a bottle, as was Eddie, but Pat was a teetotaler, and didn’t smoke either. Abby Feeney didn’t drink, and had a hostility toward alcohol. She wouldn’t allow Jack near her husband’s cache of liquor, and Ford always claimed he wasn’t even sure where it was kept.58

Abby was the dominant disciplinary force in the house. “One word from her and that was it,” said her daughter Josephine.59 Although it has been reported that Abby never learned to read and write English, that would seem to be incorrect.60 There survives at least one postcard from her to Jack; unless it was written by a third party, Abby obviously had a working knowledge of written English.

Jack would come to be known for a waggish humor that would peek out in random moments, and it was already evident during adolescence. Once, Portland High’s baseball team was challenged by an outfit calling itself the Bloodmer Girls, a barnstorming team of women passing through town. On the day of the game, a crowd was assembled at Bayside Park, waiting, along with the Portland High team, for the appearance of this fearsome feminist vision. At last, from the cellar of a house across the street, came the girls in bloomers, actually a group of neighborhood boys in drag, one of whom bore the unmistakable Irish features of Jack Feeney.

Joseph McDonnell, a friend of Jack’s, witnessed the appearance of the Bloodmer Girls and remembered Jack Feeney as “a wit and a brilliant boy, who never discovered himself in high school….61 He wrote a parody of our new school song [in 1913] and was a natural born artist who made us all look ridiculous in his caricatures.”

Jack seems to have been popular, probably because of his athletic accomplishments. Although he entered Portland High in September 1910, he didn’t show up on the football team until 1912, as the second-string fullback. He played well enough to earn a letter, and was the starting fullback on the team that won eight, lost three, and won the state championship in 1913. He must have been a bruiser; he soon won the nickname of Bull Feeney, “because he could hit the line and was hard to stop,” according to one Portland old-timer.62 A few months later, on June 18, 1914, Jack graduated from Portland High.

As with his experience at the Emerson School, he hadn’t covered himself with academic glory. His overall grade average was 84.9, just missing a B. He had earned three football letters and twice won Honorable Mention on the Maine all-state team. Jack’s classmates named him toastmaster for their class. The diary of a girl named Bessie Dawson reports that, “At the end [of the senior prom] ‘Bull’ Feeney … asked Ralph Mahoney to give one [toast] but he wouldn’t.”63

Jack would probably have preferred to be known as a jock, but he was more than that. Lucien Libby, an English literature teacher who began teaching at Portland High in 1901 (Libby later became an administrator, retiring in 1947), was a particular favorite of Jack’s, opening his mind to new ideas and—ironically for a man who would spend nearly a half-century teaching in a small New England town—the idea of new places. Bull Feeney would never forget a real kindness or an imagined cruelty; more than thirty years after he left Portland, he honored Libby by naming one of the ships in They Were Expendable the Lucien Libby.

Jack remained tied to Portland and Portland High all his life. One of his closest friends on the football team was Joe McDonnell, who would turn around after college and spend the rest of his career teaching English at Portland High. When it came time for McDonnell’s retirement ceremony in 1963, it had to be interrupted so the teacher could take a congratulatory phone call from his old friend Bull.64
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Among the Feeney children, the randy black sheep was Francis, or, as he was generally known, Frank. Born on August 14, 1881, Frank dropped out of high school at seventeen and went into the Army. After serving in the Maine infantry during the Spanish-American War, he was mustered out, met a woman named Dell Cole in Portland, and promptly got her pregnant. There was a shotgun wedding that narrowly preceded the birth of Frank’s son, Philip. The marriage broke up; Dell took her son and left for Boston, while Frank, in some disgrace, left Portland

Frank led a raffish existence for the next couple of years, working in vaudeville. Supposedly, he was cleaning gas lamps on the streets of New York in 1907 when someone from the Centaur Film Company in Bayonne, New Jersey, spotted him, liked his sharp, dramatic profile, and got him into the movies. Frank became a journeyman actor, working for early companies headed by David Horsley and Al Christie. He kept moving, to Edison, then to the American branch of Georges Méliès’s Star Films.65

To avoid bringing any more shame on the family, Frank had early on adopted the name Ford, from, he said, the automobile. (Jack had a slightly different explanation: that Frank substituted for a drunken actor named Francis Ford and was credited as such in the program, getting stuck with the name. Given the unlikely coincidence of subbing for an actor with the same first name, it seems safe to place more credence in Frank’s version.)

The Méliès company was located first in New Jersey, later near San Antonio, where Frank developed a special affinity for Westerns. After a couple of years with Méliès, Frank joined Thomas Ince in the latter part of 1911. It was a step up, as Ince was one of the most vigorous, innovative talents in American film. Frank seems to have been hired only as an actor, but he had been doing some light production duties at Méliès.66 San Antonio papers talk of him scouting locations and placing the camera, although they are careful to assign actual directorial credit to someone else.67

Frank was working as an assistant director or production manager, and had been working in Texas and the Southwest. He knew as much about the West as Ince, a native of Newport, Rhode Island, and that bit of knowledge would become increasingly important.

Ince’s studio was called Bison, and it was headquartered at the mouth of Santa Ynez Canyon, above Santa Monica, where the studio leased eighteen thousand acres and the Miller Brothers 101 Ranch Wild West Show for $2,500 a week. There, Ince had everything he needed to make Westerns. Extras who played Indians and cowboys lived in the canyon in tents and cabins; second leads took a bus from Venice, a few miles away; lead actors were chauffeured the twenty-five miles from Los Angeles. Working at Inceville was like stepping back about forty years into a small, orderly town somewhere on the Plains. There was lots of dust, lots of authentic cowboys, lots of authentic Indians.

In February 1912, Ince made a two-reel Western entitled War on the Plains that the Moving Picture World praised for its “historical accuracy, correct costuming, perfect photography….68 Some of the scenes are sublime in their grandeur; others are impressive in the number of people employed; others are startling in realism, and prolific in incident…. [The] impression that it all leaves is that here we have looked upon a presentation of Western life that is real and that is true to life.”

War on the Plains launched Ince on a series of Westerns that proved so popular he needed to expand production. For the first six months of 1912, Ince directed everything himself, but in June he divided his company in half and put Frank in charge of the new unit.

Because Frank and his crew were ranging over the hills of Santa Ynez Canyon, Ince devised a method of supervising his employee: a complete shooting script, with each shot carefully described in terms of action and camera position. After Frank shot his film, Ince would view the daily rushes and personally edit the negative. The approved style was intensely pictorial; the subject was invariably the epic of the American frontier.
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Back home in Portland, Jack was watching movies, and learning to like Ince’s work. “Ince had a great influence on films, for he tried to make them move,” he said.69 Ince also had a good eye for talent—he made Frank Borzage a director and turned Sessue Hayakawa into one of the more unlikely stars of the early American cinema.

Ince’s main drawback, other than the regimentation his exhaustively detailed scripts imposed, was his ego; he was an inveterate credit-hog. Two of the major Bison releases were The Invaders (November 1912) and Custer’s Last Fight (October 1912), the latter possibly directed by Ince, the former almost certainly directed by Frank, although Ince took the credit for both.* Custer’s Last Fight is particularly impressive, with long shots that have a real epic sweep. The film is so good it was reissued as late as 1924, a far more sophisticated filmmaking era than 1914.

Even if Frank hadn’t been of an independent—Ince preferred the term “choleric”—nature, he would have resented Ince’s high-handed behavior.70

The Struggle was released in January 1913, with Frank billed as “Associate Director.” It features realistic costumes, a lot of dust, silhouetted riders, evocative landscapes, consistent depth of focus, and a plot that involves the hero looking for the man who killed his father, whom he can identify by a scar on his face. With the minor alteration of a missing finger for the scar, it’s the identical plot of The Iron Horse. When Indians launch an attack, the camera furiously tracks with the stagecoach being pursued. The acting is ordinary, as are the interiors, but Frank’s exteriors are superb, the full equal of the work his brother, not to mention William S. Hart, would be doing in a few years.

Another Ince/Ford production, Blazing the Trail, features a remarkably beautiful final shot: a grave in the foreground, with riders and mourners walking away from the grave and the camera, then making a 90-degree turn right into a diagonal on the horizon as the screen fades to black.

As Kevin Brownlow would note, these one- and two-reelers were authentic, often sympathetic to the Indian, often concerned with the details of military life on the frontier. Sound familiar?

Some of Francis’s films for Ince were so good that D. W. Griffith followed dutifully in their footsteps. Griffith’s The Massacre is closely patterned after Frank’s work in this period, and Frank’s 1912 Blazing the Trail contains plot elements and compositions that Jack would use as late as The Searchers.

For all the often unhealthy competitiveness that would mark their relationship, Jack would be a true younger brother, following Frank’s lead in all sorts of ways. A trade paper noted that “When you first meet him, Francis Ford … strikes you as being rather a dreadful man.71 He’s gruff and has eyes that look right through you and muss up everything that you were going to say. After a while, you become conscious that you like him a lot.”

In a 1915 article in Motion Picture Magazine, readers were told that “It takes a man who knows Francis Ford to write of him, otherwise, all one gets is the story of his shoveling snow in boyhood, his lack of beauty and his failures and tummy aches.72 He delights in leading writers astray, and if his friends point out that they do not think it wisdom, he will laugh and say, ‘It will look awfully funny in print.’”

Within a few years, Frank would use his own money to establish a club room for members of his company, where they could read and rest when not working—just like the Field Photo Farm that Jack would establish after World War II.73 And, like Jack, Frank had a yen for far-off places and ocean voyages; in May 1923, he took off for the South Seas, accompanied only by a movie camera with which he planned to take some scenes of natives and animals for later, vaguely defined use in some films.74

On the set, Frank worked brusqely, often using sarcasm: “Now, boys, remember you are not in a drawing room,” he would instruct his cowboys.75 “Don’t bow to each other or apologize if you take a piece of skin from the man you are fighting. This is to be the real thing. Go to it. Who will roll down that bank? Who will fall off a horse? I don’t believe one of you will dare—Huh! You will?—and you will? Good! I thought there might be one or two who did not want a cushion to fall on…. Listen boys, a dollar for a bloody nose and two for a black eye.”

Richard Willis, in Motion Picture Magazine, wrote of Frank that “under the quiet, almost sarcastic manner, there is deep seriousness, and below the veil of indifference there is one of the warmest hearts imaginable … he gives a wrong impression to those who do not know him well.”

Either the two brothers shared an identical emotional perversity, or Jack consciously modeled much of his behavior on Frank.

An actress named Grace Cunard, christened by Carl Laemmle after the shipping line he habitually used for his trips home to Laupheim, Germany, arrived at the Ince studio and quickly began an affair with Frank. Unfortunately for all concerned, Frank had remarried, to a woman named Elsie Van Name. Cunard began nudging her lover to assert his independence, so Frank got word to Carl Laemmle that he, not Ince, was responsible for the recent surge in quality Westerns coming out of Bison. Frank’s last film for Ince, Texas Kelly at Bay, was released in March 1913. Frank and Grace Cunard both went to work at Laemmle’s Universal.

Married to Elsie, carrying on a serious affair with Grace Cunard, and with a growing reputation as a talented actor and director, Frank had his hands full, and for a time he was up to it all. His first film at Universal, a Civil War story entitled The Coward’s Atonement, was hailed by Moving Picture World for the “director’s masterly handling of battle scenes.76 He has closely followed Griffith and Ince in giving swift military action in the foreground with equally intense action in the far reaching landscapes of great beauty and has held up to view some stirring conflicts in both large and small scope.”
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While much of this was going on, the family hadn’t heard from Frank. One day some of the men went to a movie in town, and there was Frank on the screen, being heroic. Abby went, then dragged her husband to the movie. Tracing Frank to California, they asked him to come home for a visit—all was forgiven. Frank visited in fine style, wearing expensive, tailor-made clothes. By 1913, the Feeneys were familiar with Frank’s success, but they didn’t broadcast it. “You’d never even have known that [Jack’s] brother was in the movies,” remembered his friend Oscar Vanier. “He never mentioned it.”

At Universal, from 1913 to 1916, Frank produced and directed around eighty films of one to four reels, plus four serials. Beginning in April 1914, with the release of the first chapters of Lucille Love, Girl of Mystery, Ford and Cunard became, along with Pearl White, the leading serial stars of the period. (A Ford-Cunard serial called The Broken Coin had to be expanded from fifteen chapters to twenty-two to meet public demand, and 1,500 newspapers carried the serialization of the weekly chapter.)

Enthralled by the movies, with an older brother who was a movie star and a talented director, Jack’s future was fairly obvious. In later life, Jack often claimed he had attended the University of Maine, although the extent of his higher education varied in the telling. He told a story about having to rise at 5:30 in order to wait on tables for money and slugging someone who made an anti-Irish slur, but the fact of the matter is that the university has no record of John Martin Feeney ever registering.

There is a slim chance that Jack registered but never actually showed up for classes, resulting in his entrance papers being discarded.77 But, since he graduated from high school in June of 1914, and college registration didn’t begin until August, when Jack was already in Hollywood—he had a small part in The Mysterious Rose, one of his brothers’ movies, filmed in the second week of August—it’s highly probable that he never showed up in Orono at all.

Jack would always remain uneasy about his lack of higher education. But going out to Hollywood to, as he later put it, “bum a couple of weeks free board” from his brother proved to be the right move at the right time. In a few years, the railroad would pull out of Portland, precipitating a depression in that town that the 1929 stock market crash only amplified.

Some of the Feeney children—Eddie, Maime—would eventually follow Frank and Jack to California; others would stay in Portland. Pat Feeney, who seems to have been Jack’s favorite brother—Ford would name his son after him—married a woman named Kate Devine. Their family home was on Sheridan Street as well, but at the opposite end of the street from the Feeney house. Pat went into the fish business, and was known as a pleasant, well-adjusted man with no desire to emulate his brothers. In years to come, whenever Jack would visit Portland, he would first go to his parents’ house, then travel down Sheridan to Pat’s house. “He remembered his family and friends,” asserted Mary Corcoran.78

Jack would always emphasize his Irishness, so commentators and critics followed his lead. But he was also that staunchest of New Englanders, a Maine man, with an abiding memory of a New England town, that is to say, an ideal community of enduring values.

From Portland, Jack learned the value of common people, the beauty of the natural world, and the symmetry when the two were joined. He felt the lure of the sea and the unspoken bonds that hold working men together. He saw the wrecks off Portland Head Light, the catastrophe that can result when good men are overwhelmed by fate, and he observed the dignity of the women who quietly waited while their men went down to the sea in ships.

Beyond that, his Maine upbringing had given him a valuable lesson in modesty, for you do not put on airs if you live in Maine; the worst thing a Yankee can be is a snob. He had, in short, learned the emotional dynamic that would inform practically every film he would ever make.

A bare five months after he graduated from high school, in the November 1914 issue of The Racquet, Portland High’s alumni bulletin, there is this brief notation: “John Feeney is closely connected with the Universal Film Company at Hollywood, California.”

For the sake of convenience, and to take advantage of whatever nepotistic connections could be made, Jack adopted the same last name as his brother Frank. Jack “Bull” Feeney was now Jack Ford.
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Jack Ford directs Harry Carey in 1919.

KEVIN BROWNLOW COLLECTION




PART TWO

LEARNING A CRAFT

Harry wanted to make Westerns.

 

OLIVE CAREY


CHAPTER THREE

To get to Universal Studios from Hollywood, you picked up a nickel bus at the corner of Hollywood and Cahuenga. Or you could take a jitney cab over the dirt road that was the Cahuenga Pass. In 1914, Universal was a couple of buildings, a single row of dressing rooms and a couple of stages amidst the rolling hills and grass.

Jack Ford arrived at Carl Laemmle’s studio long before the March 15, 1915, inauguration of the vastly expanded Universal City, so he was probably one of the ten thousand people who poured through the decorative arch that formed the entrance to the studio. Laemmle purchased the 230-acre lot in 1914 for $165,000. On it he constructed stages, barns, offices, storage vaults, town sets, streets, and buildings, making it by far the most ambitious plant for the manufacture of movies in the world. The guest of honor for the grand opening was Thomas Edison, and as the tiny, five-foot Laemmle walked out to address the throng, the first words out of his mouth were “I hope I didn’t make a mistake coming out here.”79

For entertainment, a group of enterprising employees constructed a sideshow that featured a group of local freaks.80 Lon Chaney and Lee Moran did a buck-and-wing dance and admission was charged, with the money going to a local children’s hospital. Carl Laemmle paid $100 to get in.

The bulk of Laemmle’s operation would always be cheap, bread-and-butter movies—Westerns in the 1910s and 1920s, horror films in the 1930s. Among the actors populating Laemmle’s Westerns was Henry DeWitt Carey II, born in Harlem in 1878. The son of a White Plains judge, Carey was enraptured by the lurid dime novels that began the legend of the West. He came by his fascination naturally. “He told me one time,” remembered his wife, Olive, “that his mother tried to talk Judge Carey into going when they opened up the Cherokee Strip. To go on a land drive. But she couldn’t talk him into it. That I think is where the pioneer spirit came from in Harry.”

For a time, Carey went to law school at New York University, where he became a good friend of Jimmy Walker, the future mayor of New York City. With an excess of youthful high spirits, Carey once borrowed some long, female underwear from a nearby whorehouse called Madame Moran’s and raised them on the university flagpole. He was promptly expelled, and afterward referred to himself as a “premature alumnus” of NYU.81

Carey drifted into acting, then wrote a successful play entitled Montana. He made his first film in 1908 for D. W. Griffith and Biograph, and by 1915 was at Universal. John Wayne captured Harry Carey’s screen appeal as well as anybody. “Harry Carey wore a good hat,” he said, “and a good pair of boots, and what he wore in between didn’t matter too much. He tried to play it natural.”

Carey grew up to be a tough but warm man, and was like his friend Jack Ford in at least one important facet: “It was hard to get him to talk about movies,” remembered his son, Harry Carey Jr.82 “He wouldn’t talk about them at all. He’d talk about cattle, horses, sailing, FDR—he was a great admirer of FDR—but movies … he never gave them much credence.”
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John Ford usually asserted that he did no acting whatever in his early days in the movies, but surviving stills clearly show him working as an actor in some of his brother’s films, and trade paper reviews prove that he even starred in a couple of now-lost two-reelers.

He would also claim that he was one of the hooded klansmen in The Birth of a Nation, but that the hood interfered with his sight and he fell off his horse, knocking himself unconscious. He awoke to find D. W. Griffith bending over him, calling for whiskey. Telling Griffith that he felt okay, the director responded by saying the whiskey was for him.

The story sounds like one of Ford’s fancies, but some of his apparently invented stories turn out to be true. Also, Ford was, as everybody who later worked for him knew, a terrible rider. “He looked like a sack of walnuts on a horse,” said Ben Johnson.

Ford’s Griffith connection was independently confirmed by Mae Marsh. Toward the end of her life, Marsh said that “[We’ve] known each other for a very long time, all the way back to the early Griffith days, when he was a little extra boy during The Birth of a Nation, riding as a clansman in the Ku Klux Klan.83 In all the other pictures we made, I’d be a blue-eyed Indian and he’d be a cowboy.”

Despite Ford’s awkwardness on a horse, he must have liked them; in June of 1916, he bought a bay gelding with a white blaze on his face named Woodrow.84 He paid $50, slightly more than the monthly rent on his apartment at 1712 Whitley Street.85

Around Universal, Jack was a general dogsbody, doing what he was told, working as a propman, assistant director, stuntman, bit actor. He was learning the movie business from the ground up, learning all facets of it as a craft, without which no art can be made.

While Jack might have been a big man in Portland, the Californians took one look at the skinny redhead and came to a cruel but more or less accurate estimation: “hayseed.”

“He brought a very strange language into pictures, due, no doubt, to his ignorance of the business,” remembered the writer Grover Jones.86 “When [Francis] Ford would send him to the prop shop to get something, it was his lack of knowledge that made him refer to the thing as a ‘Razz-a-ma-tazz,’ a ‘Thing-a-ma-bob, you-know-what-I-mean,’ ‘What-cha-ma-callit,’ or a ‘Hootenanny.’ He had a thousand other expressions but once he pointed to something that resembled the thing he was after and went through a few pantomimic gestures, the experienced man in the prop shop would put two and two together and finally supply him with the necessary article.”

Any gift Jack might have had for acting was hampered by the fact that he couldn’t see without his glasses, which didn’t stop Francis from calling on him for stuntwork. “Yeah, a sissy like you might get hurt,” Francis would say to a worried actor.87 “I’ll have my little brother do it for you.” At whatever he did, he was “a hell of a smart cookie,” as propman Lefty Hough remembered.88 But his essentially covert personality was already firmly in place. “[He was] a mysterious sort of guy,” said Hough. “Nobody ever got close to him. Not even his own brothers, Eddie and Frank.”

Jack was young, engaged in a great adventure: the romance of the movies, the birth of an art form. “Those were great days,” Ford wrote in 1946.89 “We rode out in the morning in blue uniforms and army forage caps, while tied to our saddles would be gray blouses and black plumed slouch hats. We would charge as Union soldiers, pull up and change into the gray blouses and charge back as Confederate soldiers…. We used very few closeups in those days. Nearly everything was played on horseback. It was all very fast moving. Motion, action, was the keynote of the times.”

Jack doubled for his brother and other actors in serials like Lucille Love. “I had to drive over bridges, jump over ravines on horseback and things like that.90 I had just finished school and was fairly sprightly. I did everything.”

He attempted to dodge, with indifferent success, rough fraternal humor. Once, he was doubling for his brother in a Civil War picture, when a little bit too much gunpowder was used in a battle scene. The explosion, recalled Lefty Hough, “put him in the hospital for six weeks.91 He never got over that. He blamed it on me, and I didn’t do it, I had nothing to do with it, but he claimed that I was the instigator. [Actually] his brother Francis did it.”

Ford woke in the hospital with a broken arm. “That was a close thing,” Frank blithely said to his bruised younger brother. “Another second and audiences would have realized I was using a double.”

Backing up stories of Francis’s lack of brotherly love was a Universal electrician of this period named Munroe, who would assert that Francis often abused his younger brother on the set, verbally and, on occasion, physically.92

John Ford was a man who remembered—no, who nurtured—a grievance. Nearly twenty years later, during the production of Judge Priest, he had Frank play a scene in a wheelbarrow in front of a general store.93 When Frank was distracted, Ford had an assistant tie a rope from the wheelbarrow to the axle of a prop carriage. As the heroine rode off in the carriage, Frank had his perch yanked out from under him and took a hard fall, swallowing his tobacco.

“That was for the grenade,” Ford said shaking his finger under his brother’s nose, as if Frank had pulled his stunt the previous week.

Neither of the fratricidal brothers seemed able to stifle the raising of hell for its own sake. Propman Lefty Hough recalled an episode during the making of an Eddie Polo serial in which a circus tent was to be set on fire, then extinguished. Jack, working as an assistant to his brother as well as playing a small part, put gas in all the water barrels. When the gas was thrown on the fire, “all hell broke loose,” recalled Hough.94 “We were all fired the next day, [but] after they sold the film, it was so good, everybody was in such a panic with that damn tent burning down … that we all got hired back again.”

From the vantage point of 1951, by which time their professional positions had been completely reversed, Francis Ford remembered that “As a prop man he stunk; as an assistant director he was worse, and as an actor—well, such a ham! When I would tell Jack to put a chair in the corner for a scene, Jack would turn and say, ‘Joe, get a chair and put it in the corner’; Joe would turn around and holler, ‘Dutch, get a chair and put it in the corner’; Dutch would turn around and holler, ‘Jake get a chair.’”95

Jack Ford learned the motion picture business from the ground up, and inside out. He went to the movies, especially movies by D. W. Griffith, and, in 1928, he would assert that “The showing of those early pictures in the old Philharmonic Auditorium in Los Angeles meant more to the film industry and to the making of Hollywood than all the spectacles of inauguration that Hollywood promotes in these later days and nights.”96

He learned the mechanics and optics of a camera; he learned to prize the invaluable craftspeople, the unassuming blue-collar backbone of moviemaking. Like them, he was one of the workers and disdained the airs of the actor. He learned how a good director inspires loyalty and devotion. And he was reminded of how mothers worry about their sons.

“Dear Jack,” Abby Feeney wrote on July 26, 1916, “I am at old orchard [beach in Maine] and am having a fine time. How is everything? Your dear mother.” Ford was, at this point, living at the Virginia Apartments, 66291/2 Hollywood Boulevard, and making $35 a week as an assistant director. The Virginia was east of Highland, a two-story building of pink stucco, a fashionable place for young picture people. In the summer of 1917, John and Abby Feeney visited their boy at his apartment. “What’s this?” asked Ford’s father, uneasily eyeing Jack’s sleeping arrangements.

“It’s a Murphy Bed,” replied his son.

“The hell it is. No Irishman ever built a bed like this.”

The success of his two sons meant that John Feeney could afford to retire. By 1920, he owned his own home mortgage-free at 91 Atlantic Street in Portland and was enjoying his leisure, although he and Abby still had four other people under their roof—daughter Josie, a schoolteacher; Maime, a widow; and Maime’s daughters, Cecile and Mary McClean.97
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Although Jack’s name was now Ford, he was, in many ways, still truculent Bull Feeney. “Jack Ford was his brother’s right hand,” remembered Jules White, who was also working at Universal at the time.98 “He was a carpenter, a cutter, a cameraman’s assistant—anything that Francis Ford wanted him to be.”

One day, while Frank and Jack were working on a serial called The Adventures of Peg O’ the Ring, Jack asked White if he wanted to pick up some extra money—$5!—by patching negative on a Sunday. White enthusiastically agreed and spent his day off taking each piece of negative from Ford, splicing the film, taking the next piece, and so on.

The next day, White was told that an enraged Ford was going to kick his teeth in. It seems White had made every splice the wrong way, putting the end of the shot first. Besides that, every splice had come loose. For three days, White ran every time he saw Ford coming toward him or going away from him. His friends figured Ford was big enough and mean enough to break down any door, except one, so they took to locking White in a projection booth.

Finally, White worked up the nerve to confront Ford. “I did the best I could,” he explained. “I don’t know much about patching.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” asked Ford.

“I was afraid I might wreck something.”

For the next forty years, every time the two would meet, Ford would tell everyone he had no idea how White (who became head of short subjects at Columbia) could possibly be in the movie business, because he didn’t even know how to splice negative.
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At this point in his life, Jack appears to have been fairly social and very responsible; in September 1916, he joined the Knights of Columbus, and a month later he took out another insurance policy, paying $18 for $3,000 worth of coverage, again payable to his mother.99 Under “Occupation,” he wrote, “assistant motion picture director, not acrobat or gymnast.”

His relationship to Frank didn’t insulate him from the vicissitudes of studio life; there were frequent layoffs at Universal, so he had to look elsewhere for work. He preserved a dismissal letter from L-KO, a lowly comedy studio, dated February 3, 1917.100 Things couldn’t have been too grim, for that same month he was purchasing two custom shirts for $10 apiece.101

To a great extent, the Jack Ford of this period was the John Ford who would be a world-famous film director in 1940. Even as a young man, he was very obviously Irish, and he had a crusty aura that signaled that he wasn’t to be trifled with. “There wasn’t any ‘Please step over this way,’” remembered Allan Dwan.102 “It was, ‘Come on, you bastards, get in line and shut up.’ He was only 20 years old, but there was no doubt about who the boss was…. That’s why he was a leader, that’s why he could handle the men.”

Hollywood was full of Irish directors in the silent days—Rex Ingram, Herbert Brenon, William Desmond Taylor, Marshall Neilan, Allan Dwan, Joseph Henabery, William Wellman, Raoul Walsh—but Ford would be the only one to consistently play the professional Irishman, as if he was in the Foreign Legion without a countryman in sight. There was an element of performance in this, but Ford’s assertiveness would also be a form of compensation for his insecurity.

There are several variant versions of how Ford made the jump to the ranks of director. Ford’s own version, repeated both to Peter Bogdanovich and others, was that he was pressed into service as a prop director, using a camera without film, to impress Carl Laemmle, who had suddenly appeared from New York. “I was just the prop boy … [but] I told the cowboys to go down to the end of the street and come back toward the camera riding fast and yelling like hell. Laemmle came up with his entourage and I had the cowboys do their stuff. Lammle seemed to like it.”

Ford improvised some more action, even having some of the cowboys fall off their horses on cue.103 “A little later, they needed a director for a two-reeler and Laemmle said, ‘Try Ford. He yells loud.’”

This is a viable scenario, but there is also an alternate version, in which Frank was the pivotal figure. “Harry had done a picture with Fred Kelsey at Universal,” remembered Olive Carey, then Harry Carey’s soon-to-be wife.104 “So Francis came to him one day and said, ‘My kid brother is here. I understand that Kelsey is no longer to be your director and I think he’d be a hell of a director.’ So Harry said, ‘Well, bring him around.’ So that’s how they met and they just clicked.”

Either version is possible, if only because in those days Universal was expanding exponentially, and all sorts of people were pressed into service to meet the demand for shorts and features geared to the largely rural market Universal specialized in. Expansion continued until late 1916, when the foreign market dried up completely because of World War I. But Universal cut back far less than the other studios, slicing off only some of the more marginal units being directed by Cleo Madison and Ida May Park.105 As was his lifelong knack, Ford was in the right place at the right time.

Whoever provided the spark, Carey gazed upon a skinny young man, six feet tall, with lots of deep red hair and glasses that evened out his nearsightedness. “He had a magnificent sense of humor,” remembered Olive Carey of the young Ford, “and he was very graceful when he walked.106 He had a beautiful walk. He was imaginative, didn’t miss a trick. A fantastic eye for the camera. He lined up all the shots. He was fascinated with everything, went into great detail about everything. He delved into all sorts of different things.”

Harry went to Laemmle and told him he’d like to try out Francis Ford’s little brother as his director. Laemmle said it was fine with him. Ford, said Olive Carey, had been getting $45 a week working for his brother, but after Carl Laemmle went back to Germany on one of his frequent trips, Universal’s general manager, Isadore Bernstein, cut Ford’s salary to $35. Losing $10 a week for the privilege of directing must have appealed to Ford’s mordant humor, as well as providing him with a good example of the often Byzantine ways of the movie business.

Although he would always claim to view actors with horror, the fact is that Ford continued to be tempted by Frank’s profession. In films that one would give much to be able to see—alas, they’re lost—Ford directed and starred in a couple of Universal two-reelers, The Tornado in March of 1917, and The Scrapper in June. In the first film, Ford played Jack Dayton, a son of old Ireland known as “The No-Gun Man,” whose great desire is to get enough money to send for his mother. Dayton goes after a vicious badman unarmed to earn the reward money.

The Scrapper had a fascinating plot, as outlined in Moving Picture World of June 4, 1917: “Buck the Scrapper loses his girl, who goes to the city when she is bored with the ranch.107 There, unemployed, she is innocently thrust into a house of questionable repute. When Buck and his friends bring a cargo of cattle to the city to sell, he is lured by a lady of the streets to the house and finds his girl there as she is being attacked. Buck fights her assailant, and takes the girl back to the West.”

This sounds like a rough-and-ready Western, without the moralizing of the William S. Hart pictures that were at the height of their popularity, or the free and easy showmanship of the Tom Mix pictures that were still in their formative stages. Even at this nascent stage, Ford was interested in the reality of humanity.

Either Ford or Laemmle must have had some misgivings about his acting potential, because by the time The Scrapper was released, Ford was behind the cameras again, directing his first feature with Harry Carey. On June 9, 1917, the Moving Picture News reported that John Ford was now directing at Universal.
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The first Ford-Carey collaboration was called The Soul Herder; Moving Picture World rated it “an excellent picture in every way.”108 It was the first of more than twenty films that Jack and Harry would make over the next four years.

By this time, Carey had married Olive. The newlyweds and Jack formed a rollicking threesome who lived in Carey’s little house in Newhall. Since there was only a kitchen and a living room in the house, the Careys and Ford slept in bedrolls in an alfalfa patch. (“Oh brother, were we Western!” said Olive Carey. “It was fun.”) Their bedrolls had little canvas awnings that could be propped up so that when it rained the bedroll itself remained dry.

Carey had a tendency to collect dogs and cowboys, eight or nine of the former, five or six of the latter. Ford loved to sleep and he loved lounging in bed—in his later years, whenever he could get away with it, he’d have story conferences and other meetings take place around his bed—and hated to get up. “In order to get Ford out of the bedroll in the morning,” said Ollie Carey, “Harry would turn all the dogs loose and they’d come over and lick Jack’s face and wake him up. Then they’d go out and shoot movies around Newhall.”

At the studio, Carey and Ford were treated little better than maintenance workers. Carey always insisted that his dressing room “was between Charlie the elephant and Joe the Monk,” because his quarters were adjacent to the small zoo that Laemmle kept for jungle pictures.

On days when the Carey unit was working at the studio, Carey would drive into Hollywood, pick up a couple of horses at Otto Meyer’s barn, and he and Ollie would ride up through the Cahuenga Pass to Barham Boulevard, “this beautiful valley,” and go into the back end of Universal. “We rode to work every morning,” Ollie Carey remembered with a sigh. Locations were at Newhall, Placerito Canyon, or the Vasquez Rocks.

“They weren’t shoot-em-ups,” said Ford of these early pictures, in which Carey usually played a modest, shambling saddle tramp rather than a bold gunfighter.109 “They were character stories. Carey was a great actor … he always wore a dirty blue shirt and an old vest, patched overalls, very seldom carried a gun—and he didn’t own a hat. On each picture, the cowboys would line up and he’d go down the line and finally pick one of their hats and wear that; it would please the owner because it meant he worked through all that picture…. All this was fifty percent Carey and fifty percent me.”

For a time, Jack roomed with a young rodeo cowboy–turned–actor named Hoot Gibson, who would remember his old roommate as “a natural.110 Only 21 and already close to a genius. He’d make up bits off the cuff, shoot them on the wing as he went along, then afterwards scribble them into the script.” Ford was not shy about expressing his temper. Gibson told a story about Ford picking up a piano stool and braining him because he insisted on playing “Dardanella” constantly. Ford helped out Gibson by hiring him to work as Harry Carey’s stuntman, which led him to supporting parts, then leads in B Westerns for the next twenty years.

Ford and Carey fell into an easy working rhythm, and Ford watched the older man at work, noted the economy with which he got his effects. “I learned a great deal from Harry,” remembered Ford.111 “He was a slow-moving actor when he was afoot. You could read his mind, peer into his eyes and see him think.”

[image: image]

After only a few months, Jack Ford was gaining notice within the industry; he was solicited by a publicity man named Clancy, who offered to place stories about him in the trade papers for $15 a month—payable in advance. And his pictures were being noticed by old friends back in Portland. One, a very coquettish girl named Marie, wrote in August 1917 that one of the two-reelers Jack had starred in as well as directed “nearly caused a riot in this old town….112 Personally, I thought the picture was very good and thought you did wonderfully to direct it…. And did you really write it too? And you yourself, why my dear, you were positively handsome.”

George Hively, who was helping to write and edit for Ford and Carey, became close to both men, as did his wife, Georgina, a stuntwoman. The Hivelys would often spend weekends at Carey’s ranch at Newhall. “Harry Carey taught me how to swim,” reminisced Jack Hively, George Hively’s son.113 “He just threw me in the pool and said, ‘Swim, you little son of a bitch.’ And I started swimming. See, I’d let all the horses out of the corral just before that, and he didn’t like that very much. Of course, if I’d have had some trouble, he would have been right in there after me. He was a warm, warm man. The real Harry Carey? Remember the character he played in Mr. Smith Goes to Washington? That was Harry Carey.”

Things were about as formal at the studio as they were in Newhall. Ollie Carey always insisted that many of the stories for the Ford-Carey films were dreamed up around the wood stove in the kitchen. Jack and Harry would shoot their film off-the-cuff, then George Hively would write up an after-the-fact script so the front office would be happy.

In off moments, Jack would draw sketches—good ones—of faces on the back of a script page. Around the lot, there was friendship, there was freedom, and there were girls. He was not completely impervious to the good times traditionally enjoyed by young men in Hollywood, as this note, preserved on the back of an old still from the Universal period, attests: “Jack: Joe got the girls & made the date for tonight.114 6 p.m. Jimmie.” Ollie Carey remembered that a girl named Janet was Jack’s first girlfriend.

America got involved in World War I, but Jack seems to have paid little attention. His sister Josie wrote him from Portland that “the old crowd seems pretty much broken up.115 There was no draft in Portland. The enlistments were so large and above the quota that they took no one. Fat Riley from the West end is in France with Jimmy Walsh and [they] have already been fired on. Bet they wish they were back ‘doing’ Congress Street.”

While the early Ford-Carey two-reelers have disappeared, a few survive in script form. One, provisionally titled A Dumb Friend or Cactus Pal, has a rather touching story by Ford, about Cheyenne Harry being forced to sell the horse that he loves. The script contains little more than bare-bones outlines of shots: “Foreman rides into scene—gives order gruffly to Harry also to other boys who hasten off to get horses—Harry mounts and rides off with foreman …” The film was shot from May 20 to 23, 1917, and released under the title Cheyenne’s Pal in August.

Across town at the Ince studios, where Westerns were also a mass-produced stock-in-trade, Ince was continuing to hand out incredibly detailed scripts for two-reelers, complete with indications for close-ups and medium shots, and parenthetical instructions to the director. Laemmle’s Universal was satisfied with a script that was really just a series of telegraphic impressions. For most directors of series Westerns, this resulted in line-it-up-and-shoot-it hackwork, but the evidence of these years is that Ford had the requisite imagination to fill in the gaps with behavioral or visual grace notes.

Which is not to say that the studio was some sort of laissez-faire haven. Laemmle was concerned not so much with style as with content. A July 16, 1917, memo to all directors spells out lists of things “Wanted and Not Wanted” in Universal pictures.116 Among the things “Not Wanted” were fake wallops in fight scenes, stories dealing with the ruin of young girls, betrayal of virtue, neglect of children, cruelty to animals, excessive smoking, “cowboy stories which get over the idea that cowboys are either always drunk—getting drunk—fighting—or looking for a fight,” “extreme” manifestations of sex, maudlin displays of patriotism, smoking by women, situations likely to instill fear, especially in the minds of young people, insanity, hunchbacks, “sissies,” gruesomeness, tough dancing, gunplay, milk bottles to indicate poverty, rats, snakes, kittens, war drama, and, most curiously, “distressing situations.”

Among the things deemed desirable were light drama, comedy-drama, amusement, good fights, fine riding, topical stories, domestic drama and little plays of everyday life, mother stories, heart interests, suspense, and “stories based on war conditions but not showing actual war stuff.” Universal then, wanted their movies nice and polite, not too intense, with a leisurely sort of charm. They also wanted them cheap; rather than invest in striking prints for editing purposes, the rushes were run in negative.117

For the most part, Jack Ford was just their man. He had already defined himself as someone who could do quality work, but would have to be let alone to do it his way, studio protocol be damned, as one memo from Universal studio executive William Sistrom proves: “Every once in a while, I have occasion to get after some of your actors for not being here earlier in the morning.118 Generally, they come back with the proposition that there is not much use getting here very early because the director usually arrives about 9:30 or 10 o’clock. I wish you would make a point of getting started as early as possible in the morning.”

Jack and Harry both wanted to move up to features. Their entreaties met with indifference from the studio, so they elected to chisel their way in. Although they could shoot a feature in nearly the same amount of time they took to make a two-reeler (three to five days), they couldn’t do it with the amount of raw film stock Universal doled out for a short. They simply told the purchasing department that the stock they had been issued had fallen in the water and they needed an equivalent amount of footage. That, at least, was Ollie Carey’s version, but it does have the right combination of boys-will-be-boys clubbishness and chicanery.

Only two of Ford’s early features survive, but they are clearly the work of a man with a future, and a surprisingly mature man at that—the frenetic movement-for-movement’s-sake showing off of the young director is, on the basis of the surviving evidence, absent.

Providentially, Ford’s first feature is also his earliest surviving complete film, and Straight Shooting shows that Ford had already developed components of his great talent, specifically his gift for landscape. The compositions, usually in deep focus, have balance, depth, and spaciousness, and he easily constructs all sorts of natural frames out of a tree and some foreground bushes. Interior sets were built in real locations so authentic exteriors can be glimpsed through windows and doorways.

The actors are easy and natural, with less gesticulation than was normal for the period; there are naturalistic tics scattered through the film, as in Harry Carey’s lack of a gun belt; the gun is tucked in his pants.

Like any young man, Ford was influenced by others. There was Griffith, of course, but there was also Frank. After Frank was dead and their long rivalry was over, Ford would pay tribute to his brother. “He was a great cameraman—there’s nothing they’re doing today—all these things that are supposed to be so new—that he hadn’t done; he was really a good artist, a wonderful musician, a hell of a good actor, a good director—[Jack] of all trades—and master of all; he just couldn’t concentrate on one thing too long.”119

Sometimes the influences show. The settlers barricading themselves from attack in Straight Shooting carry echoes of both Griffith’s The Battle of Elderbush Gulch and The Birth of a Nation. And there’s more than a trace of Griffith in other shots—a gun barrel being forced through a slowly opening door—not to mention the gathering of the cattlemen, a pocket version of the gathering of the Klan in The Birth of a Nation. A gunfight in the street seems derived from Owen Wister’s The Virginian; it’s well done, but it’s the sort of stock scene that Ford would seldom do in his maturity.

Straight Shooting reflects some of the sober austerity of the William S. Hart Westerns that were all the rage, but that was unavoidable because Hart was the only star making major Westerns. (Harry Carey was a star, but of a smaller magnitude, and Universal’s production policy meant that his pictures were produced far more casually than Hart’s, which usually had elements that elevated them beyond the status of quickie star vehicles.)

Yet, as William K. Everson noted, if the Shane-like plot of Straight Shooting—the homesteaders vs. the cattlemen—and general air of realism are clear echoes of Hart, the level of production polish is considerably greater than comparable films from Universal, and certainly greater than you’d expect from a director making his first feature after quickly matriculating in slam-bang two-reelers, where there was no time for characterization, only story.

And there are fascinating foreshadowings of later films. In the end, Cheyenne Harry touches aspects of Tom Doniphon in The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance, as he experiences a deep sense of melancholy by helping homesteaders who inevitably will destroy his way of life. Harry’s loneliness, his idea of himself as an outsider who can only cross the threshold of a home as a guest, will also be seen in Ethan Edwards in Ford’s great, savage The Searchers.

Straight Shooting already reflects the sober, uncondescending approach that Ford would bring to Westerns. It looks more like a film from 1922 or 1923 than one from 1917, and, in an art form that moved as torrentially as the movies did in their infancy, that is no small statement.

The studio was upset about Ford and Carey going behind their back and making a feature. Plans were afoot to cut Straight Shooting back to a two-reeler, when Carl Laemmle ran the picture and said it was fine as it was. “If I order a suit of clothes,”120 said Laemmle, “and the fellow gives me an extra pair of pants free, what am I going to do—throw them back in his face?”

Ford knew that Straight Shooting was a watershed for him; he kept the August 18 issue of the Universal Weekly that featured an article about the film and called it “the most wonderful Western picture ever made.”121 (On the opposite page was an ad for a film starring and directed by Frank, Who Was the Other Man?)

Movies like Straight Shooting clearly set Jack aside as a talent to watch, as did Hell Bent, a 1918 vehicle for Carey. The story, by Ford and Carey, is nothing special, but there are some lovely, creative visual touches. At the beginning, a Western author is asked to provide a more realistic hero than the usual dime-novel heroics. He walks over to Frederic Remington’s painting The Misdeal, a scene of the aftermath of barroom bloodshed, which then comes to life and the story begins. Ford finds visual expression for emotional states; as Cheyenne Harry carries the girl home in the rain, his abandoned friend wanders alone through a darkened saloon.

Trade papers began using phrases about Jack’s films that had heretofore been reserved for Frank’s: “Thrilling … teeming with life and color and action.” In the Motion Picture World’s review of a Ford film called Bucking Broadway, the reviewer said, “Jack Ford again demonstrates his happy faculty for getting all outdoors onto the screen.”122 Another review for another film singled out the “marvellous river location and absolutely incomparable photography.”

The Universal Weekly wrote that “For a long time people have said, as they heard the name ‘Ford’ in connection with a picture:123 ‘Ford? Any relation to Francis?’ Very soon, unless all indications of the present time fail, they will be saying: ‘Ford? Any relation to Jack?’”


CHAPTER FOUR

The Universal flack was on to something, for Frank’s career would follow a slow but steady downward path. Frank’s films for Universal lacked the authenticity they had reflected at Ince.124 In April 1916, Frank and Grace Cunard walked out of Universal in the middle of a serial when an efficiency expert named H. O. Davis demanded that Ford reimburse the studio $100 for the tent that Jack had helped burn.125

Universal gave in, but it was a preview of coming attractions. Frank’s temper burned bridges. When Cunard married someone else, he went on a monumental bender. Frank was forced to reconcile with his wife, and Universal split the co-stars up, only to find that their commercial appeal took a dive when they didn’t work together. Soon afterward, Frank left Universal.

In 1919, Frank built his own studio at Sunset and Gower, and made a series of films that he wrote, starred in, and directed. But finding theaters that would play independent films was increasingly difficult as the 1920s wore on, and Frank’s experiment ended after about four years. For the rest of the silent era, Frank directed Poverty Row Westerns and melodramas with stars like Texas Guinan, Jack Hoxie, Franklyn Farnum, and Jack Mower. “My father drank,” remembered Francis Ford Jr. “He wasn’t a drunk, but he enjoyed a party. He was like Jack in that he’d go on binges, then give it up.”

Francis Jr.’s childhood memories of his father’s home life are of a succession of houses and apartments—nothing settled, nothing permanent. Yet, as Francis Jr. recalled, “People liked my father. I remember walking down Hollywood Boulevard with him when I was a boy. He would constantly be stopped by people, and he was pleasant to everybody.”

The conventional wisdom is that Frank’s personal and professional capriciousness led him on a downward slide till he became a shameless hack who would turn his hand to anything that paid him a salary. The Four from Nowhere, a 1922 film starring and directed by Frank, was described by William K. Everson with open-mouthed admiration for its gall: “Anything really interesting happens out of sight….126 Francis Ford has to make a 28-mile hike through snow and blizzard—and back again; this he manages within a 24-hour span, and even does some shopping en route, but all we see of the event is him going out of the cabin door—and coming back in again!”

When the characters are snowed in for the winter, all they have to entertain themselves with is a copy of The Count of Monte Cristo, which gives Frank the opportunity to kill an entire reel doing tableaus from Dumas. Similarly, Kevin Brownlow wrote that one of Frank’s later efforts, The Lash of Pinto Pete (1924) was “so embarassing it would put you off silent films for life.”

But a recently discovered fragment of a 1927 Universal film directed by Frank called Wolf’s Trail proves that he was far from over the hill. Although in cast and budget it’s nothing but a B Western, Wolf’s Trail is very snappily shot and edited, fully up to the high standards of A pictures of the late silent era. Frank frames shots between trees, uses whip pans, tracking shots, and even frames shots through doorways, just like his little brother. It’s proof that the judgments of history are dependent on films whose survival is often completely arbitrary.

Jack’s relationship with his older brother would always be fraught with unspoken tensions. As Jack’s grandson Dan would say, “Francis scattered himself, and Jack Ford focused on one thing. Francis had his shot and he lost it, out of neglect. He took a long trip to the South Pacific—well, you take months and months away from your business, your business is going to be gone. Francis would tell Carl Laemmle to get fucked, and he probably told his brother to get fucked as well. And Jack Ford would remember every time he did.”
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For most of this period, Jack was flying beneath the publicity radar, which is undoubtedly the way he wanted it. You can look through dozens of issues of the Universal Weekly from 1914 to 1920 and find little more than nominal references to Ford—“once again, Harry Carey is directed by Jack Ford, one of the youngest directors in Hollywood.”

Likewise, the New York critics couldn’t be bothered with anything as déclassé as Westerns; the New York Times reviewed no John Ford movies made before 1922, and even after 1922 ignored such major releases—if not major achievements—as Cameo Kirby, Kentucky Pride, The Shamrock Handicap, and The Blue Eagle, among others.127

There was no reason it should have been otherwise; the pictures that Ford was making were unpretentious programmers, and, in any case, the movie business sold stars, not directors, unless it happened to be D. W. Griffith or that young but imposing man Cecil B. DeMille, who was putting Famous Players-Lasky on the map.

Ford was cranking them out—seven features in 1918, nine in 1919, plus a few two-reelers thrown in for good measure. Production schedules averaged no more than a week or so for a two-reeler, about two to three weeks for an average five-reel feature.

Despite the rushed schedules, Ford was able to instill some individuality into even the poorest of these sausages; a scene, sometimes just a couple of shots, to indicate someone had taken pains over the picture. Occasionally, people would notice.

For a 1918 feature entitled Three Mounted Men, a trade paper proclaimed that “you can always bank on Jack Ford producing a good picture. When you add a good cast to it, then he is bound to produce a knockout.” By 1919 and a Harry Carey vehicle called Rider of the Law, the Motion Picture News was writing that “Mr. Ford’s work has long been a source of admiration to those who follow closely the various western plays of the screen.128 The amount of rapid action he instills into his work and the manner in which he has emphasized the human note establish him as a very capable director.” That same year, the Moving Picture World proclaimed that a Ford-Carey picture called Riders of Vengeance contained “much to please the eye by way of artistically chosen locations.”129

It was a very good time, not merely for Ford, but for all of Hollywood. The movie business was a bumptious, good-natured adolescent, growing by leaps and bounds amidst a Southern California that was virgin territory.

H. Bruce Humberstone would join Universal in 1920 as a propboy and assistant cameraman, and his first assignment was with Ford.130 The location was the Vasquez Rocks, north of Hollywood. Ford, Hoot Gibson, and the cameraman traveled on horses, but the lowly Humberstone had to hike with camera over one shoulder while holding a supply of film. Once they reached the top of a plateau, Ford asked him, “Humberstone! What do you think of this location?”

“I think,” said the green kid, “that the top of that plateau over there would be better.”

“Okay!” snapped Ford. “You heard the kid. Everybody over to the other plateau.” Thus did an exhausted Humberstone discover one of the inviolable commandments of the Ford unit: never, but never answer a rhetorical question.

Hoot Gibson was once instructed by Ford to run his horse directly into a river where the water would be chest high on the horse.131 Gibson was an experienced cowboy, and knew that basic physics would cause the horse to rear up when the water struck his chest—the broadest part of the animal’s body. Just before he hit the water, Gibson slowed the horse and rode him in on an angle.

“What’s the matter?—You yellow?” screamed Ford. So Ford got on Gibson’s horse to show him how easy the stunt was. “Jack jumped on my horse and ran him wide-open head on into the water. The horse exploded, reared up, fell back on top of him. So then I pulled my horse off of him and dragged him out. He didn’t say a word.”

Ford’s theatrically self-effacing personality was evident even in the ads he took out in the trade papers. In Wid’s Daily Year Book for 1919–1920, the forerunner of the Motion Picture Daily Year Book, Ford’s ad is on the page across from Harry Carey’s. It’s a pen-and-ink drawing in a woodcut style. Ford is depicted leaning on a camera, back to the reader, watching Carey go through his paces. “Jack Ford Directing Harry Carey” is the legend on top. “Plain Westerns” is the line on the bottom.

The money was getting steadily better. As of September 1917, he was being paid $125 a week, with a raise to $150 six months later. In July 1919, he was offered a contract to direct an eighteen-episode serial for Universal (The Adventures of Cavendish) for $300 a week plus a $100 bonus for each episode completed for less than $4,000. (Ford ultimately did not direct the serial.) In September 1919, Jack traded in his Stutz on a brand-new Jordan that cost $3,155. Accompanying this rising tide of prosperity were great friends, new ones like the boxer James J. Corbett, old ones like Harry and Ollie. “Are you licked?” they wrote Ford from Cheyenne’s Frontier Days on February 28, 1919.132 “Have had a great trip. They are still running Wild Women [a Ford-Carey production of the year before], regardless of the fact that ‘Cowboys don’t go on boats.’”

The bread-and-butter Westerns that Ford and Carey had been making were still the studio’s financial backbone, but the films that got the publicity and enraptured the critics were by the studio’s eccentric, brilliant young directors Erich von Stroheim and Tod Browning.

While on a trip to Denver, Harry and Olive Carey became friendly with an exhibitor named F. O. Brown, and convinced him to show them his books. They were appalled. Universal was charging Brown $2,500 a week for a Carey-Ford picture, but back at the home office they were only carried as having earned $250. The difference was applied to the large-scale productions on which Universal was spending all their money, to make it look as if they were doing much better business than they actually were.

Both Carey and Ford left Universal around the same time, and neither seemed to regret abandoning the Laemmle operation, a family-run organization in the worst tradition. One day Carl Laemmle was about to run a recently completed Ford picture when his adolescent son, Carl Jr., already known throughout the movie business as Junior, came in with his pet monkey on his shoulder.133 The senior Laemmle said he wanted his son to see the movie. Ford said he had no objection, but he refused to screen a movie for a monkey.

The monkey properly disposed of, the screening went ahead. When the lights came up, Laemmle asked his son what he thought of the picture. “I think it stinks,” he said, whereupon Ford stood up and said, “Throw out the kid and bring back the monkey.”

Harry Carey had collaborated on stories, scripts, production, and directing duties. He had given Jack Ford an opportunity, and then he had given him a career. But, with the single exception of The Prisoner of Shark Island, nearly twenty years later, the two men would never work together again, although they remained social friends. Something happened to cause a breach. Although neither man would speak of it, Ford’s grandson Dan would come to believe that there was a financial element to the conflict between the two men.

“Ford was making $300 a week and Harry was making $2,000, with a very expensive lifestyle.134 He imported Navajos to live on his ranch in Newhall, where he had a trading post, a Western show. He spent money like a drunken sailor. I think Ford felt he was doing half the work and getting less than equivalent compensation. I think there was a deep-seated resentment about money.”

It was time to move. In December of 1920, Jack Ford left Universal and went to work for William Fox.
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It was not the only change in his life. That March, Mary McBryde Smith came to California to visit her brother Wingate. She had been born in Laurinburg, North Carolina, and educated at boarding schools, at one of which she had shared a room with the young Dorothy Parker.135 Mary had trained as a nurse, but her family moved to New Jersey when her father became a member of the New York Stock Exchange.

The Smiths were landed gentry, and Mary’s mother, Martha Francis Roper Smith, could trace her ancestry back to the early twelfth century. One of her ancestors, William Roper, had married Margaret More, the daughter of Thomas More.136 Charles Edward Wingate Smith, Mary’s father, made and lost several fortunes on Wall Street. When he died in Paris in 1925, Charles Smith was broke, but in 1920, the family was fairly prosperous.137

Hollywood Boulevard was called Pepper Tree Lane when Mary Smith arrived. She found the town of Hollywood “beautiful and generous…. We only had one restaurant, and that was called The Oasis, and you could tell who was working because that was who the maitre d’ would bring the check to at dinner.”

Mary and Jack met at a St. Patrick’s Day dance thrown by Rex Ingram, the director of The Four Horseman of the Apocalypse, at the Hollywood Hotel at Highland and Hollywood Boulevard. Mary had been invited because of her friendship with the wife of the future director William K. Howard. Mary would remember that it wasn’t a courtship per se: “We met that night with Rex, and we saw each other every day after, and just naturally got married.138 Just naturally.”

There was a sort of evergreen Confederate pridefulness in the Smith family. Jack sensed it and it made him self-conscious, even as he desired it. Mary had an unflappable calm that the far more volatile Jack sensed he needed for ballast. Jack felt himself to be marrying slightly beyond his station, and there are those who believe that much of his later work in the Navy during World War II was an effort to justify himself to his wife as much as to himself.

Besides the status she embodied, Mary knew nothing about the movie business—a strong point in her favor. “I had never heard about Harry Carey, and he was Jack’s close friend,” she reminisced.139 “They couldn’t understand that I didn’t know who Harry Carey was. It was a different life.”

She wasn’t threatened by the business either; her upbringing seems to have been more Edwardian than Victorian in that she had a tolerance for male misbehavior. One of her frequently repeated maxims was that if a man didn’t have a mistress, it was because he couldn’t afford it. Mary would always be an attractive woman, with a serene, self-possessed quality. Her grandson Dan would remember her as “an extraordinary woman, a real lovely lady, at least by Hollywood standards.”140

The relationship grew quickly. In June 1920, Ford rented a two-bedroom stucco house at 2233 Beechwood Drive; the lease was signed by “Jack and Mary Ford.” A month later, on July 3, Jack Ford and Mary were married, but not in the Church because she had been previously married, during the war. Irving Thalberg and William K. Howard stood up for the bride and groom, and Allan Dwan, who knew his man, gave the couple a keg of bonded whiskey as a wedding present.141

In October, they moved to a house at 6860 Odin Street in Hollywood that Jack purchased for $14,000. The house was attractive—stone-built, with leaded windows, situated on a hill in back of the Hollywood Bowl. The music from the concerts would waft over the four acres of wild gardens, the site of the Sunday parties that the Fords soon began throwing for their friends. Ford and Mary would live on Odin Street for thirty-four years; rather than move to a larger house, they would occasionally add a room, which lent the house a rambling, homey feel.

Nine months to the day after the wedding, on April 3, 1921, Patrick Michael Roper Ford was born. Little more than a month later, on May 16, 1921, Harry and Ollie Carey welcomed their child, Harry Jr., or, as he would be generally known, Dobe (because his hair was the color of adobe brick). Young Mr. Carey was greeted by Ford and Jimmy Walker, who were in the next room getting drunk on Melwood whiskey. “Melwood” would be Ford’s insult name for Dobe, although he would occasionally resort to convention and address him by his preferred nickname.

Shortly after Patrick was born, Jack left on his first trip to Ireland. Mary must have begged off, citing the pressures of the baby, because Jack mentioned in his letters how much he wished she was with him. “Dear Old Fruit,” he wrote her. “I am going to keep a sort of diarrhea for you about happenings on board (with the provison of course that I am able).”

The night that the ship left port, Ford wrote that “I am sorry to say, I am slightly drunk.142 Yes sir! Burned! I also have hiccoughs! Mary How I wish you were with me. Gosh we would have had such a delightful trip. It’s really wonderful on the boat. I have spent the entire afternoon in the bar drinking bass ale and feel quite wonderful (except for the hiccoughs). Honey, the first opportunity we get you and I & Pat shall take a sea trip…. I think that after [new best friend, drinking companion, and successful director] Emmett [Flynn] and I finish our contracts, I shall persuade him to take Jean + then we all can take a trip around the world. How I wish you were with me.”

Jack had already developed the thirst and the religiosity that would, in varying degrees, help define him for the rest of his life. “In the second-class cabins today saw an old friend Wyndham Standing, the actor,” he wrote Mary. “He showed me a new drink called ‘Bismarck,’ a pint of Guinness stout and a pint of [illegible] champagne. Great. I’ll show it to you when we get home…. I found a couple of Irish priests in the second cabins, and today they will serve Mass at 10:30 A.M. I went and tell [sic] grampa and then with a gulp of joy in his throat went on with the mass. Of course all the tads had tears running down their cheeks and when the prayer … came, it sounded like a hymn of heaven, so joyous these old folk were….

“Just as the priest lifted the host, the clouds and fog lifted and three miles away we could see the shores of our beloved fatherland, ‘The Emerald Isle’ as green and as fresh as dew on the down. Even the priest stopped … [and] gazed.”

Mary seems to have missed Jack as much as he missed her. In an undated letter that’s probably from the trip, Mary addressed her husband as “Jack—My old sweetheart. I’ve never been so lonesome in my life as I am for you.143 Truly my dear. It’s almost too terrible—I’m positively sick for the sight of you…. Really, Jack I have a wild, fiendish, terrible crush on you, and I miss you so it hurts awfully. I hope you come home soon sweetheart, I surely do love you more and more every day.”

In Galway, Ford rented a touring car and rode on to Spiddal, where he had “a deuce of a time finding Dad’s folks. There are so many Feeney’s [sic] out there that to find out our part of the family was a problem. At last I found them. Spiddal is all shot to pieces. Most of the houses have been burned down by the Black and Tans* and all of the young men had been hiding in the hills. As it was during the truce that I was there I was unmolested but as Cousin Martin Feeney (Dad’s nephew) had been hiding in the Connemara Mountains with the Thornton boys, I naturally was followed about and watched by the B & T fraternity. Tell Dad that the Thornton house is entirely burned down.”

Jack’s exposure to the wet, thin soil of the western counties so frequently breached by limestone, the stone walls and small fields, the beautiful rolling hills, caused him to fall in love for the second time in a year.

The trip to Galway lit a fire in Jack that would never flicker. Like an assimilated American Jew transformed into an ardent Zionist after a trip to Israel, the political side of Ford’s Irish identity kicked in with a vengeance. Martin Feeney would assert that Jack was questioned and “roughed up” by the Black and Tans, then put back on a boat for England and told not to return to Ireland.144 If Martin Feeney’s story is true, it was an order Ford would disobey with the greatest enthusiasm for the rest of his life.

One of his early biographers, evidently stimulated by some stories of Mary’s that undoubtedly derived from stories of Jack’s, reported that the trip was, in some vague way, to “help in Ireland’s final struggle for independence.” While it might be too much to expect a written confirmation of such deliciously dangerous espionage, it’s odd that Ford wouldn’t write about such things then or later.145 A sentimental visit home, absolutely; reconnoitering the land of his forefathers, probably; actively engaging in subversion of the English, doubtful.
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After leaving Spiddal, Ford went to London (“Which I didn’t like”), Paris, Marseilles, Nice, Monte Carlo, and Italy. “I had quite a wonderful trip but as I say I missed ‘my fambly.’” On board the Olympic, he got a wire on December 25: “MERRY XMAS DADDY ALL WELL LOVE.146 PAT AND MARY.”

Back in New York, Ford chummed around with writer Carl Harbaugh, who delivered the riding trousers Ford had had made in London for Emmett Flynn. “Tell Emmett to have them washed or cleaned with gasoline & they will soon turn white and nifty ala [cameraman and later director] George Hill’s.”

Leaving a wife and baby for a pleasure trip to Europe would be strange behavior for most men, but not Ford. There was a clear line of demarcation between those parts of his life that were private and those that could be shared by his family. “He said he only married me because I didn’t want to get in pictures,” Mary Ford would say.147 “I never went on the [movie] stage the whole years I was married. Never went near. That was one of the agreements we had. He said, ‘If I were a lawyer, you wouldn’t sit in my office. If I were a judge, you wouldn’t hear my cases…. That’s where all the trouble starts.’ He’d bring scripts home, but he’d never ask me to read them. It was very funny, his work was a closed organization as far as the family was concerned.”

While still in New York, Ford directed Mary Carr in a prologue to the film Silver Wings. He had been gone from his wife and baby three months and the economic conditions of the movie business in New York made him uncomfortable.

“I sure miss you and Pat. I gaze at his picture (and yours and Nana’s) all evening long.148 I will sure be tickled to get back to Old Calif. Things here are in a terrible state. Nobody working at all it seems. Mary, we must buckle down and save money for this old game is going to be bad for a long while. I pity the poor folks who while they had it, spent it and then when it stopped, they stopped eating. We should draw a good lesson from it and do a lot of economising [sic]. You never know when you’re going to get sick or injured or something else.”

Ford had indeed missed his wife; as soon as he returned to the Coast, she became pregnant again. Barbara Nugent “Bobby” Ford arrived on December 16, 1922. Both children would have the best clothes, parties, and schools lavished upon them. Cecile de Prita, Jack’s niece, said that Barbara lived the life of a “little princess.”

In adulthood, Barbara would remember one incident that summed up the entire rarefied, storybook atmosphere of growing up in the movie colony: Barbara was attending a birthday party for Tom Mix’s daughter when the cowboy star rode his horse into the entryway of his Beverly Hills mansion and shot out all the lights in the chandelier, to the utter rapture of the children.149

[image: image]

Ford’s reasons for signing with Fox were both economic and creative. His salary quickly doubled, from $13,618 in 1921 to $27,891 in 1922. Besides that, the studio was on the brink of a major building program spurred by William Fox’s long-standing desire to be on an equivalent footing with Zukor and Paramount.

Ford arrived on a lot whose stars were Buck Jones, Tom Mix, William Farnum, and Annette Kellerman; in just a few years those names would be replaced by Charles Farrell, Janet Gaynor, Victor McLaglen, Edmund Lowe, and George O’Brien—not a roster equal to MGM’s perhaps, but leagues ahead of Universal’s. And Fox’s list of cameramen and contract directors would be second to none—the cinematographers included George Schneiderman, Ernest Palmer, James Wong Howe, and Lee Garmes. Within five years, Ford would be directing pictures alongside F. W. Murnau, Frank Borzage, Raoul Walsh, and Howard Hawks, with a second-string roster that included William K. Howard, William Cameron Menzies, and Harry Lachman. Once again, Ford was in the right place at the right time.

Compared to Paramount, Fox had a small operation—four stages, just about the same size as the lowly Warner Bros. lot on Sunset. “They were producing as many [two-reel] comedies as they were features,” remembered stuntman John Weld, who arrived in Hollywood in 1923.150

Weld began the circuitous road to becoming a member in good standing of the Ford unit by doing a 136-foot dive off a cliff on Santa Cruz island. He had cards printed up, gave them to every studio casting office, and soon began working as a stuntman. Although only technically trained as a high diver, Weld was soon falling off horses, and turning over cars for Ford and other directors.

The main star on the lot was Tom Mix, “a tasteless kind of fellow,” according to Weld. “I thought he was a phony, getting away with murder,” specifically giving the impression that he did most, if not all of his stunts, when in fact he was regularly doubled by a long list of stuntmen that included Weld and Harvey Parry.

Bringing up the rear was the second-string cowboy star Buck Jones and a young leading man named John Gilbert. Mix was a showman, but not much of an actor; Jones was a better actor, but lacked the theatrical quality that Mix had in spades; and Gilbert was still a few years away from his apotheosis at MGM. Absent the unassuming authenticity that Harry Carey brought to his pictures, Ford had to take what he could get, which did not always play to his strengths.

Providentially, Ford’s first film for Fox was a good one, and it has survived. Just Pals is essentially a Buck Jones vehicle that could have been a Harry Carey vehicle, with the qualities that were already characteristic of Ford—folksy, well-observed characters in a setting rife with Americana—a town on the border between Wyoming and Nebraska—laced with Western-type action.

Bim is the town’s good-for-nothing, terminally lazy layabout. “Wanna earn two bits?” he is asked. “I got two bits,” he says. A gentle soul who can’t bring himself to kill a chicken, he loves the schoolteacher, but from afar. Hooking up with a child hobo, he sends the boy to school, where he peers through the windows like Mae Marsh in Intolerance, but with fatherly concern replacing a mother’s anguish.

By dint of some melodramatic plot machinations, Bim saves the schoolteacher from an embezzling charge, reunites the young hobo with his parent, and earns a rich reward for his troubles. When last seen, he is walking in the woods with the schoolteacher and the smugly dismissive townspeople have learned the error of their original estimation. Bim’s life as an outcast is over.

Narratively, Just Pals is of nominal interest, but visually it’s fascinating. Already Ford is making the landscape a character; Just Pals is full of dappled light and shade, leaves moving softly in the breeze, gently rolling landscapes revealed in quiet pans and tracking shots. Just Pals probably gives a good idea of what Ford’s films at Universal were like—confident, relaxed, with an understated lyrical touch, a sense of domestic detail, and a protective sense of humanity that only a few men of the period—Griffith, Maurice Tourneur—could match. As Lindsay Anderson would write of the film, “For all the artifice of its plotting, the way people behave is real; feelings are experienced, not just represented, and in this way the stereotypes are brought to life.”151

Just Pals puts in place one of Ford’s primary thematic mainstays: the superiority of people on society’s margins to mainstream solid citizens. Take away the melodrama and it’s a Will Rogers picture, nearly the equal of Judge Priest, fourteen years later.

The critics noticed: “It is the human touches, both of comedy and pathos; the well created atmosphere of the small … town; the very natural dialogue; and the picturesque character of ‘Bim’ that will win favor for this picture.152 It is well directed throughout.”

And William Fox noticed as well.153 “Just Pals,” he wrote, “was one of the most artistically done pictures that I have reviewed in years…. Ford has proven that if Jones is properly directed he can play any part.”

[image: image]

The West Coast operation of Fox—the studio was at Sunset and Western—was run by a tough character named Sol Wurtzel, who was possessed of a strange facial tic that made him look like he was smiling when he wasn’t. Much of the studio’s energy derived from Winfield Sheehan, formerly the secretary to Rhinelander Waldo, the police commissioner of New York. Sheehan was a sharp operator who had been one of the three men supervising gambling in Manhattan and allocating protection money. He had been forced to resign in 1914, when the madam of a whorehouse named him as “the Man Higher Up.”

William Fox liked a man who liked money and power. Sheehan took a surprisingly personal interest in his actors; in October 1919, he wrote Buck Jones a letter that treated the actor as an idiot teenager: “Please bear in mind that you will give personal, painstaking attention to the following….154 Your hair in pictures must always be neatly combed unless you are in a fight. You should arrange to have your hair cut and washed and oiled once a week to give it proper appearance and gloss…. Your teeth require proper attention with polishing and cleaning by a dentist once every two months and very careful attention several times daily. It should be a practice of yours to open your mouth a little wider when you smile so that your teeth are seen more.”

Sheehan also took the initiative when it came to recommending story material. “I am enthusiastic and confident in my recommendation that a production of THE VILLAGE BLACKSMITH based on Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s poem, would be a wonderful box office attraction,” Sheehan wrote William Fox on November 15, 1921.155 “Every man, woman and child who can speak English throughout the world has read THE VILLAGE BLACKSMITH and one out of every three people know the entire poem by heart.

“My idea of the scenario is that it should show the strong, regular, vigorous life the blacksmith leads, how his family, four children, two boys and two girls, progress in the world, in true Christian Spirit, and in contrast to showing the life of the idle rich classes, and the misery endured because they do not live a regular, honorable and religious life.”

Having made his case, Sheehan then moved in for the clincher: “I understand THE VILLAGE BLACKSMITH has run out of copyright.” Ford was a natural for the project—not only was the homespun Americana of the material up his alley, but Longfellow had been raised in Portland, Maine.

Only a single reel of the film survives, and it’s not much, but the complete script exists, and shows that the common idea of Ford being dealt unfamiliar scripts as if they were playing cards was and is erroneous. Clearly, Ford was intimately involved in the construction of the scenario that was invented from little more than Longellow’s title. Screenwriter Paul Sloane structured the script with an opening in which the characters are all children, followed by a Part II in which they are adults, and his script is full of parenthetical asides deferring to Ford’s ideas about staging.156

The blacksmith’s shop was to be “built as per Mr. Ford’s plans”; “above the altar is a large mural painting in which are prominent the figures of a male and female—Mr. Ford understands that this is intended for an effective dissolve at the finish of the picture”; “The addition of further gags and scenes with dogs will be made as per discussion between Mr. Ford and Mr. Sheehan.”

In an undated letter from about 1921, Ford wrote to a supervisor at Fox about a script he had read, offering some insight into his taste in material: “Tho it starts out very interesting, it takes a decided flip about the middle.157 It leads to nothing. There is too much uninteresting ‘meller-drama’ and not enough of the mystic ‘supernatural’ about it to make a big feature. It could be made into a fairly interesting story, however, if some of the coincidental sequences were worked over.”

But stories with a sufficient amount of mystical qualities were hard to come by at Fox or any other studio, and Ford willingly applied himself to whatever was at hand, including reshoots on other directors’ films.

J. Gordon Edwards had shot a spectacle called Nero in Europe and turned in his cut early in 1922. Fox felt the climax needed punching up. Ford proposed slightly more than a week of retakes to turn the climax of the film into as close a simulation of a patented Griffithian ride to the rescue as possible: “I propose building several enormous drums to be used by the Roman soldiers for signaling,” Ford wrote in a memo to Winfield Sheehan on March 3, 1922.158 “Upon the beating of these drums show different cuts of Roman soldiers on horseback and in chariots riding towards a gathering place (a la clansmen.) During the gathering of these men we could cut several times to the signal drums. Just at the point where the Christian martyrs are seen leaving the dungeon to enter the Roman arena, I think a shot showing the different horsemen entering a great field and getting in line would be very effective.”

Ford went on to suggest a sequence where horseman struggle for a place on a narrow bridge, causing some of them to tumble into the water. “I will shoot this in a place where I know about ten of the leading horsemen will go down with a crash so that I can use a cutback of part of Nero’s army composed of archers shooting at them to heighten suspense…. By this time the audience, I hope, will be on their feet cheering, praying to God that they get there on time.”

Ford appended a note telling Sheehan that riders would cost $7.50 a day, horses, $2.50. Add costumes, and Ford figured that one man would cost about $13 for each day of shooting. Figuring 150 riders for three days of long shots and twenty-five riders for close-up work for six days, Ford estimated the cost for the added scenes would be $7,800. “The picture as it stands is such a tremendous thing that, personally, I think the amount of money I mentioned would be but a drop in the bucket; however, this is a matter for you to decide.” Ford was given the go-ahead to make the scenes and they were used in the picture.

Since Ford had directed Universal’s main Western star, he was put into harness with Fox’s counterpart, Tom Mix, for a couple of the slickly produced, slam-bang melodramas he specialized in.*

Ford continued his ascent at Fox with Cameo Kirby, a prestigious adaptation of a play by the popular Booth Tarkington. Except for some atmospheric photography, the dashing John Gilbert, and the first, indistinct appearance of Jean Arthur, Cameo Kirby is a film directed on autopilot; Ford would always be helpless when confronted with the conventions of stage melodrama.

Although the only apparent surviving print is in tatters, enough visual glory remains—a horseback chase through the pastures of the South, a pistol duel amidst tall grasses—to boost the viewer over the tedious plotting. Ford’s command of exteriors is leagues ahead of the interiors.

It was with Cameo Kirby that Ford felt dignity creeping up on him. Although his friends would call him Jack for the rest of his life, for public consumption his billing was no longer Jack Ford. From Cameo Kirby on, he was to be professionally known as John Ford.


CHAPTER FIVE

On July 1, 1862, Abraham Lincoln signed the Pacific Railroad Act, which authorized the construction of a transcontinental railroad connecting the eastern half of America with the West, a feat of engineering that nobody was even sure could be accomplished. The railroad was to be financed by a combination of government loans and land grants; the government agreed to lend the two railroad companies involved $16,000 per mile in the Plains area, and $48,000 per mile for mountain construction.

The Central Pacific, employing thousands of Chinese, began laying track east from Sacramento, going up and over the Sierra Nevadas. The Union Pacific, using mostly Irish and Italian immigrants, worked westward from Omaha. Seven years after construction began, on May 10, 1869, the two railroads met at Promontory Point, Utah, symbolically uniting a nation torn apart by Civil War.

Equally as important, the joining of the rails signaled the closing of the American frontier. As one film historian noted, “When the horse begins to give way to the train, the West is changing,” an observation that could have come from any number of John Ford characters.

In 1923, Paramount had an unexpected blockbuster with James Cruze’s The Covered Wagon. To modern eyes, the film is distinguished only by Karl Brown’s superb photography, but the novelty of its story and the scope of the unfamiliar locations provoked an enormous response from audiences and critics alike.

The Covered Wagon was the film that fired the starting gun for the Western epic. William Fox quickly determined to try to top it. If The Covered Wagon told of the courage and hardships of the pioneers of the late 1840s, then Fox would make a film about the post–Civil War building of the transcontinental railroad, which rendered such wagon trains obsolete.

Ford campaigned hard for the assignment, and seems to have used the semilegendary Michael Connelly’s connection with the transcontinental railroad to get the job. “I had an Uncle Mike who was in the Civil War,” he told a panel discussion in 1964. “In fact, I had four uncles in the war. I used to ask my Uncle Mike to tell me about the battle of Gettysburg. All Uncle Mike would say was, ‘It was horrible. I went six whole days without a drink.’ Uncle Mike was a laborer on the Union Pacific Railroad when it was built. He told me stories about it and taught me the songs they had sung. I was always interested in the railroad and wanted to make a picture about it.”

Although still a young man, Ford had amassed a considerable body of experience, and Fox clearly thought he was a comer. When he undertook The Iron Horse, he was only thirty-one years old, but he had directed more than a dozen two-reelers and over thirty-five features—far more finished film than any modern director can hope to accomplish in his working life.
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George O’Brien was born in April 1899, twenty-nine years after his family emigrated from Ireland; George’s father, Dan O’Brien, was the San Francisco chief of police from 1920 to 1928 and was, remembered his grandson Darcy, “a better actor than my parents.”159

George did odd jobs around the city stables and took his payment in horseback riding. Later, he learned the crafts of roping and bulldogging from a friend of the family who owned a nearby ranch. High school gave him the opportunity to excel as an athlete; the young man earned letters in four sports.

O’Brien didn’t want to go to college, but enlisted in the Navy instead, where he became light-heavyweight champion of the Pacific fleet. Upon being discharged in 1919, O’Brien was back in San Francisco, handling police horses when Tom Mix came to the city for a visit. Mix liked the young man’s gung ho athleticism and matching personality and offered him a job as an assistant in his unit at Fox.

While lugging cameras, stunting, and doing extra work around the Fox lot, O’Brien tested unsuccessfully for the lead in Ben-Hur, as well as a popular series of Universal two-reelers called The Leather Pushers. While he had the requisite looks and physique, MGM wanted at least a semi-name for their biblical epic, while Universal told him that they were looking for an actor who could look like a boxer, not the other way around. So it was back to Fox, and sharing a room with a young gag man named Mervyn LeRoy and a young actor named Gary Cooper.

According to O’Brien, Ford had tested fifty-eight actors for the lead of The Iron Horse by the time they got around to him. As always, Ford took advantage of the moment, calling out to actress Gertrude Olmstead as she walked across the stage during the test, “George is making a test for the part; would you do a little scene with him?” He proceeded to improvise a five-minute love scene—man pursued, has only five minutes to say goodbye to the girl he loves, etc.

The test went off to New York, while O’Brien continued his catch-as-catch-can life around Hollywood. Ford called him back for another test, this time a fight scene with Fred Kohler, and some action footage with O’Brien vaulting onto a horse. On the last take, the saddle cinch broke, the horse went one way and O’Brien went another. Bouncing up unhurt, O’Brien was ready for more. Ford loved actors who could absorb abuse of all kinds; as far as he was concerned, O’Brien had the part.

For all Ford’s conviction that he had found the right man, William Fox remained hesitant about building a major epic on the back of an untried actor. O’Brien was working as one of the galley slaves in The Sea Hawk when he finally got the word to report to Fox. There, Ford and Sol Wurtzel read the young man a letter from William Fox himself: “… and I caution you again—this is entirely untried, an entirely new man, unknown. You will take the scenes 90 times if necessary.” O’Brien must have looked worried, because Ford promptly told him he was sure ninety takes wouldn’t be necessary.

O’Brien and Ford would prove a good match; the young actor was a hearty, good-natured man, similar in temperament to the parts he usually played, and, as his performance in Murnau’s Sunrise proved, a good actor when he had the chance. On the set, O’Brien called Ford “Coach,” and appreciated the fact that the older man was totally committed to his work.

“It may be theatrical to say, ‘He lived it,’” O’Brien remembered, “but he did and we did.160 And this is the way he liked it. You’d sit around at nightime on location and talk over the scenes. He’d pick you up on a Sunday morning after church, go down to the studio and run some film.” United by their heritage, their religion, and their love of the sea, the two men became close friends.
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The West was only slightly less hazardous for filmmakers of 1924 than it had been for the railroad builders of the 1860s. Indians were no longer a threat, but the elements were, and Ford was determined to venture into the wilderness and build the encampments and towns in which he would be shooting. Because the Old West had not entirely disappeared, Ford opened his film to as much authentic atmosphere as he could find. To make a story about pioneers, Ford insisted that the crew and actors had to live like pioneers.

A skeleton crew under Ford began work in Mexico, traveling down through Douglas, New Mexico, finally reaching their destination 250 miles across the border. There, they photographed scenes with a herd of cattle large enough for the production’s requirements. The cattle were fine, but the hotels were nonexistent, so, as cameraman George Schneiderman remembered, “We spent a week shooting from dawn to dusk and sleeping at night under the well-known Mexican skies.”161

From there, they doubled back to New Mexico, where Schneiderman and the crew had the dubious pleasure of seeing their breakfast slaughtered in front of them. Schneiderman promptly swore off beef for the duration of the New Mexico shoot. And then it was time for the long location in Nevada, where most of the film would be made.

The film’s logistics were difficult; they needed railroad track, of course, but they also needed an adjacent spur where railroad cars and equipment could be parked. There were three hundred people in the company, most of whom were living in Pullman cars that Fox rented from the Al G. Barnes circus. The right spur was finally located at Dodge, Nevada.

Before the company moved to Dodge, Ford shot the film’s prologue, in which the young George O’Brien—played by Winston Miller—meets Abraham Lincoln. The location was a town called Wadsworth, and Ford remembered that when they got off the train it was 20 below zero. “We went up there prepared for routine Hollywood weather—all sunshine and blue skies,” Ford would tell Lindsay Anderson.162 “We got out of the train … and nearly froze to death.” It was at this point that it began to snow.

For one of the few times in his career, if not his life, Ford was stunned into immobility. “I said to George Schneiderman, the cameraman, ‘What’ll we do? We only have four weeks to make it.’ George said there must have been snow when they built the railroad so why don’t we shoot anyway?” Assistant editor Harold Schuster took a series of snapshots of the early stages of production.163 Ford is wearing a leather jacket and a ski cap, while George O’Brien is bundled up in a winter coat. When it came time to shoot, O’Brien had to doff the coat and pretend it was summer.

“It was winter, cold as hell,” remembered Winston Miller.164 “Everybody lived on the circus train in the middle of nowhere, except me. My father was up there with me, and they sent me back to Reno every night to a nice warm hotel. The rest of them were freezing!”

For the opening scenes of the picture, Lincoln (played by Charles Edward Bull, a Reno judge) talks to the children who grow up to become O’Brien and Madge Bellamy. In the background appeared a Basque sheepherder with several hundred head of sheep. “We’ve got to get this in the picture,” Ford ordered. “Run out there and stop the sheep herder.”

As propman Lefty Hough didn’t speak Basque, he had to come up with another alternative.165 He quickly ran over to his prop box, put on a sheriff’s badge, and ordered the sheepherder to halt while they made some shots of the herd. Since the composition of the shot had been radically altered to accommodate the sheep, there was now a seven-foot willow tree in the way. Much scurrying around looking for an ax. Hough finally found one in a track walker’s shack. He also found a gallon jug of whiskey. The ax took care of the willow tree, and the jug took care of the crew.

In Dodge, the crew constructed the frontier towns that would figure in the story.166 George Schneiderman and the other five men in the camera crew slept in the set that was built for the Pony Express office.

The company lived on the train; for a mess hall, they erected a circus tent. Madge Bellamy, the film’s efficient, colorless leading lady, was given a berth in the train’s observation and sitting room section. Normally, the director would also have taken a berth in that section, but Ford elected to bunk with the extras, sending a very clear message. The general having set the tone, the troops willingly followed.

“People ask me about John Ford’s genius,” wrote Madge Bellamy near the end of her life.167 “I don’t think it lay in his direction of individual scenes; it lay in his panoramic view of the whole picture—his ability to achieve artistic unity. The timing, the emphasis, his grasp of the whole drama constituted his art.”

Back in Hollywood, Sol Wurtzel wired Ford: “Received first day’s work of North Platte, street looks splendid snow makes it doubly realistic and attractive—believe after you review scenes on screen you will feel all trouble of present location was worthwhile.”168

Ford was performing that most difficult of directorial tasks—shooting blind, shipping each day’s work to Hollywood; Fox would ship it back days later. By the time he saw a day’s work, it could be a week later, making retakes difficult.

The unit rigged up a projection room in one of the boxcars, but it was so cold nobody wanted to go in. “Nobody looked at a foot of the film,” asserted Lefty Hough. “I never saw a foot of it, Ford never saw a foot of it, and how the hell it ever went together I’ll never know, but it was [all in] this guy’s mind.”

As the work ground on, tempers began to flare, especially back at the studio. Four weeks came and went, and the picture was nowhere near finished. Ford told a story about Sol Wurtzel coming out on location to see what the hell was going on, and getting so involved in a marathon crap game that he went back to Hollywood without ever pulling the plug. It’s more likely that William Fox looked at the rushes and liked what he was seeing. Just as Irving Thalberg did with The Big Parade, Fox okayed the expansion of a big picture into an epic.

There was a very high percentage of authentic roughnecks on the picture—“Every man we took up there could ride, could shoot and would do stunts,” Lefty Hough told Kevin Brownlow—so things like ketchup bottles had to be removed from the mess hall, lest they come into play during fights. Outhouses were constructed on the back of the town sets. Lefty Hough said that “You could walk in anytime, and you were liable to find an Indian woman sitting in there.”

Although no one seems to have been born on the picture, it’s probable that several people were conceived, and at least one person died, a young circus steward named Kelly who expired from pneumonia.

Ford seems to have moved steadily forward. He had only one slip from his responsibilities, an alcoholic outburst that lasted a couple of days. The Iron Horse and Chaplin’s The Gold Rush were both shooting in and around Truckee. Ford, as was his habit, endeavored to make sure his own set was dry, but when he heard that Rollie Totheroh, Chaplin’s cameraman, was well supplied, he couldn’t resist.
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