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TO IDA AND STUDS, NO WAYNE FANS.

BUT HEROES.
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THE MOST DANGEROUS MAN

IN 1993, pollsters asked a representative sample of more than a thousand Americans, “Who is your favorite star?” John Wayne came in second, though he had been dead for fourteen years. He was second again in 1994. Then, in 1995, he was number one, getting more than twice the number of votes that put Mel Gibson in the third spot and nearly six times the number of Paul Newman’s votes.1 Reversing the laws of optics, Wayne seems to become larger the farther off he goes. In the 1995 list, only one other dead actor was included. Here is the list:

1. John Wayne

2. Clint Eastwood

3. Mel Gibson

4. Denzel Washington

5. Kevin Costner

6. Tom Hanks

7. Sylvester Stallone

8. Steven Seagal

9. Arnold Schwarzenegger

10. Robert De Niro

10. Robert Redford

11. Harrison Ford

11. Clark Gable

11. Paul Newman

11. Brad Pitt

The choice for number one in 1993 and 1994 was Clint Eastwood, and he is the star who has ranked second to Wayne in box-office appeal over the years. For twenty-five out of twenty-six years—from 1949 to 1974—Wayne made the top ten in distributors’ lists of stars with commercial appeal, and was in the top four nineteen times. Eastwood has been in the top ten on the same lists twenty-one times, and in the top four fifteen times.2 No other actor approaches these two. But does anyone expect Eastwood to be America’s favorite star a decade and a half after his death? Wayne’s durability is astonishing, though it does not impress our society’s elite.

Intellectuals have other tastes in cult objects. Their pop icons are figures enlarged by special dooms. These idols tend to die young or violently—Rudolph Valentino, Jean Harlow, James Dean, John Lennon. They fascinate by their vulnerabilities (Elvis, Marilyn) or their defiance of social norms (Madonna, Michael Jackson). They are murkily erotic objects to their devotees—Marilyn Monroe to Norman Mailer, Elizabeth Taylor to Camille Paglia, Jacqueline Onassis to Wayne Koestenbaum. Cult figures who live on into old age become caricatures of their rebellious selves—the immured Garbo, Dietrich trickily lit like youth’s ghost, Bette Davis imitating her imitators. Or they become the things that symbolized them—Charlie swallowed up in the Tramp, Groucho in perpetual ambush behind his eyebrows, Barrymore’s profile lingering in the air like the grin of an alcoholic Cheshire cat.

John Wayne never won that kind of cult attention. Yet Wayne-olatry is a larger phenomenon—more consequential (for good or ill)—than any of those specialized legends. Marilyn Monroe was one of the top ten moneymakers in Hollywood only three times—and never one of the top four. Elvis started no wars. Masses of American men did not grow up imitating Valentino.

Though Wayne never served in the military, General Douglas MacArthur thought he was the model of an American soldier, the Veterans of Foreign Wars gave him their gold medal, and the Marines gave him their “Iron Mike” award.3 The critic Eric Bentley thought he helped start the Vietnam War—which made him “the most important man in America.”4 Two boys who adored him in Sands of Iwo Jima grew up to become, respectively, the Speaker of the House of Representatives, and a Vietnam paraplegic. Newt Gingrich’s stepfather said the young Newt always tried to walk like Wayne—his way of being a man. But Ron Kovic was unmanned by his devotion: “I gave my dead dick for John Wayne.”5

Both friends and critics of American foreign policy in the 1960s and 1970s said it was afflicted with a “John Wayne syndrome.” President Nixon thought that domestic affairs, symbolically represented for him by the Charles Manson cult-murder case, could be straightened out by taking Wayne’s performance in Chisum as a model.6 Ronald Reagan tried to imitate Wayne, on and off the screen.7 Congress struck a special gold medal in his honor. The way to be an American was to be Wayne—a claim given eerie confirmation by the fact that the 1990s Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, John Shalikashvili, taught himself English, as an immigrant, by watching Wayne movies.8 When another immigrant, Henry Kissinger, attributed his diplomatic success to Americans’ admiration for cowboys who come into town alone, he was drawing on the Wayne legacy.9

For decades John Wayne haunted the dreams of Americans—making his face, said Joan Didion, more familiar to her than her husband’s.10 The protagonist in Walker Percy’s novel The Moviegoer remembers Wayne’s shoot-out in Stagecoach more vividly than the events in his own life.

Other pop icons tend to be young, rebellious, or deviant. Cult loves shadow, and theirs is a mysticism of the dark, of troubled youth and neuroses. Wayne’s legend was of a rarer sort—a cult of daylight reality (or what passes for that). The legend came upon him in his maturity. He did not become a top star until he was forty; but he remained one till his death at seventy-two. He was a figure of authority, of the normative if not the normal. Yet what kind of country accepts as its norm an old man whose principal screen activity was shooting other people, or punching them out?

If one looks to other authority figures in the movies, they tend to be creaky with wisdom like Judge Hardy. Spencer Tracy stood more for integrity than authority. Robert Young had to leave the movies to become an image of stability on television (in Father Knows Best and Marcus Welby, M.D.). Most movie stars are glamorously pitted against authority—Clark Gable, Humphrey Bogart, James Cagney, Marlon Brando, Paul Newman. But Wayne, even when not playing an officer in the Seventh Cavalry, was usually on the sheriffs side.

What can explain this cult so at odds with the general run of cults? Why was Wayne’s popularity mainstream and long-lived, not fleeting and marginal? Why does he still fill the channels on late-night TV? His fans remain loyal, with their own magazine (The Big Trail) and seasonal Western celebrations. He has more monuments than do real war heroes—an equestrian statue on a high podium in Los Angeles (before the Great Western Bank), a colossal striding statue at the airport named for him in Orange County, an eight-foot bronze statue in front of an Irish pub in San Diego. A foundry in Oregon makes a variety of statues for private devotions in the home.

Wayne’s innate qualities are not enough to explain so large a social fact. He had to fill some need in his audience. He was the conduit they used to communicate with their own desired selves or their own imagined past. When he was called the American, it was a statement of what his fans wanted America to be. For them, Wayne always struck an elegiac note. He stood for an America people felt was disappearing or had disappeared, for a time “when men were men.” Though some critics agreed with Eric Bentley that he got us into Vietnam, Wayne-olaters thought we lost in Vietnam because not enough John Waynes were left to do what was necessary for winning.

The disappearing frontier is the most powerful and persistent myth in American history. It is not a sectional myth but a national one. We do not have “Easterns” or “Southerns”—which would be sectional. We have Westerns—since America was, at the outset, all frontier.11 America is the place where European settlers met an alien natural environment and social system. As the frontier moved from the Eastern seaboard west, Americans experienced, over and over again, the excitement of the “birth moment” when the new world was broken into, tamed, absorbed. James Fenimore Cooper created the archetypal figure for this movement when he sent his “Hawkeye,” in chronologically ordered novels, from the forests of New York to the Great Lakes and then to the western prairies where he died.

After Hawkeye, other figures stood for the whole frontier experience—Daniel Boone, Kit Carson, Davy Crockett, Buffalo Bill. These men began in reality, but ended in myth. Wayne reverses the process. Beginning in myth, he entered the company of those who actually lived on the frontier. As a figure in the American imagination, he is closer to Kit Carson than to his fellow actors. He became so identified with the West that he looked out of place in other kinds of movies—even his war movies. Gary Cooper was “the Virginian” for a while, or “the Plainsman.” But he was also Sergeant York, or Mr. Deeds. Wayne was never quite at ease off the range. His large rolling walk was baffled by four walls. He was clearly on leave when doing screen duty as a modern soldier—Kit Carson holidaying with the Seabees.12 In his own clumsy productions, the elephantine Alamo was at least more convincing than the hippopotamian Green Berets.

Some think Wayne’s frequent confinement to Westerns is a sign of his narrow range as an actor. That may be true. But some very good actors have been limited by their success in one kind of role. James Cagney’s stuttery urban rhythms made him a misfit in his Western The Oklahoma Kid (1939). Humphrey Bogart, in that same misbegotten film, had to wait for the roles that finally defined him. He had been out of place in most of his thirties films, with their jumpy pace and crackling dialogue. It took postwar “existentialism” to give his lassitudinous slump its mythic eloquence. A powerful image that defines a star can haunt all his or her later roles. People kept looking for Brando’s blue jeans and torn T-shirt under the toga of Mark Antony or the Godfather’s business suit. Other actors expressed fleeting moods in the nation—Astaire the sophistication people yearned for in the thirties, Bogart the romantic cynicism of the fifties. But Wayne was saddled up to ride across the decades.

It may be true that the greatest actors escape such restriction of their image, though even great Shakespearean players like John Gielgud, Ralph Richardson, and Alec Guinness were at times not convincing in heroic roles—just as Olivier could not equal them in comedy. The greatest screen actor, so far as range is concerned, may have been Spencer Tracy; but his very escape from any large type meant that he left few searing images on the imagination. Judith Anderson was a far greater actress than Marilyn Monroe; but she took up little psychic space in the movie audience’s dreamworld.

It is less useful to ask how good an actor Wayne was than to look at precisely how he did whatever he did that made him such a towering legend. The easiest and least truthful answer is to say that he just was what he pretended to be on-screen. That was hardly the case. Wayne hated horses, was more accustomed to suits and ties than to jeans when he went into the movies, and had to remind himself to say “ain’t.” He aspired, during the long courtship of his first wife, to join the Social Register set in Los Angeles. Wayne was not born Wayne. He had to be invented.

Later legend would say, as Richard Widmark does, that “John Ford invented John Wayne.”13 Both Ford and Wayne busily collaborated in nurturing that impression, which later proved useful to them. But Raoul Walsh was the first director who saw Wayne’s potential as a Western star. Walsh was trying to cast a hero for his super-epic of 1930, The Big Trail. Gary Cooper was not available. George O’Brien, Ford’s hero in the 1924 epic The Iron Horse, was not quite what Walsh wanted. He saw Wayne working as a prop man on the Fox set, moving unwieldy things around with rhythmic ease. Wayne, though too slow to succeed at college football, was well coordinated, surprisingly graceful for a large man. He had what Howard Hawks would call “an ‘I-own-the-world’ way of walking.” That was the effect Walsh was looking for: “The sonuvabitch looked like a man.”14

Walsh lost no time in showing off the physical dexterity of his discovery. In one of the earliest scenes in The Big Trail, Wayne tiptoes up behind a young woman who is seated on a stool and playing the harmonium. In one easy motion, he puts his hands under her elbows, lifts her, turns her around in the air, and hugs her to him. It is hard to tell how he does it, even as one watches it over and over. He does not throw her, even slightly, and catch her after turning her; he just handles her as if she were an empty cardboard box, weightless and unresisting.

Wayne’s size and strength were always important, even when he lost the sinewy leanness of that first film with Walsh, made when Wayne was twenty-two. This actor could not be dwarfed by the great outdoors. He seemed more at home there than when stooping inside a doorsill to enter the confined space of a cabin, a cavalry barracks, or a tepee. Monument Valley itself could not overpower him. It seemed to breathe a cognate spirit.

Yet sheer size and muscle do not carry one far. There were always larger and more powerful men around Wayne—Victor McLaglen, for instance, who had been a lean leading man when Wayne was still in high school. It was not just the bulk of Wayne’s body but the way he used it that gave his motions and poses such authority. It was another director—Howard Hawks this time (still not John Ford)—who finally made Wayne a superstar in 1948. In Red River, Wayne has sworn to kill the protégé who took his cattle herd from him. Having reached the railhead where the herd is milling, Wayne strides toward the camera, the cattle parting before his inexorable motion; he does not even bother to look at them. A gunfighter calls out from behind Wayne, to stop him. But Wayne, in one fluid motion, pivots while drawing his gun, downs the challenger, and completes the circle of his turn, his regained stride undeterrable as fate. Here was Manifest Destiny on the hoof.

Most critics of Red River think that its flaw is the fact that the unstoppable Wayne gets stopped. So inevitable is his tread up to the climax that his collapse looks unconvincing. John Ford had the same problem with his ending to The Searchers (1956), where Wayne’s deep fires of revenge burn so fiercely through the picture that extinguishing them in the final scene looks contrived. Few actors have had this problem, of looking so indomitable that an audience finds it hard to accept their submission. Other actors need to be built up—by camera angles, lighting, costume, blocking of crowds, suppression of others’ positions—in order to command the scene. Wayne’s power was such that others had to be built up, to give him credible opposition. As Hawks put it: “If you don’t get a damn good actor with Wayne, he’s going to blow him right off the screen, not just by the fact that he’s good, but by his power, his strength.”15 Wayne was so sure of himself that he did not have to resort to the kinds of tricks Ronald Reagan encountered while playing opposite Errol Flynn—who shouldered him out of the best camera angles.16 Actors talk about how generous Wayne was with them, trying to give strength to their performances.17 He knew his own presence was so powerful that it could not fully be measured against a weak adversary. As Wayne told Roger Ebert, describing his standard Westerns: “Ordinarily they just stand me there and run everybody up against me.”18

The Western deals with the “taming” of the West. Wayne was uniquely convincing at that task. He looked so fit for the assignment that the other problem arose—how, if necessary, do you tame the tamer? After he has broken the resistance, how do you break him? It is a difficulty the writers and directors had to address when Wayne’s screen character died. Many people were incredulous when the real-life Wayne died. Andrew McLaglen, his friend (and the director of five of his movies), said, “Even after the cancer operations, I never really thought Duke could die.”19 If people resisted the mere thought in real life, how could they be made to accept it on the screen?

This air of invincibility gave Wayne his special status in Westerns. Richard Widmark, a personal and political adversary, admits, “He was the definitive Western star.”20 Howard Hawks said that he and John Ford “used to discuss how tough it was to make a good Western without Wayne.”21 One can imagine other actors replacing even very good performers in famous Westerns. Henry Fonda could have played Gary Cooper’s role in High Noon. Jimmy Stewart could have taken Fonda’s role in The Oxbow Incident. Several actors could have equaled Alan Ladd in Shane. Sergio Leone proved in Once Upon a Time in the West that he could make close-ups of hard eyes work as well with Fonda as with Eastwood. But no one else could be as convincingly unswerving as Wayne in Red River, The Searchers, or Big Jake. Even the jokey True Grit worked because, underneath all the slapstick, it was finally believable that this fat old drunk could face down an entire gang.

What gave Wayne his aura of slumberous power? Much of it had to do with the easy control of his large body. Hawks said that the young Wayne moved “like a big cat.”22 Harry Carey’s wife, Olive Fuller Golden, a lifelong friend of Wayne, said she thought of Nureyev when she saw Wayne walking.23 Ford’s daughter, Barbara, said there was something overpoweringly sexy in the way Wayne sat and rode his horse.24 Katharine Hepburn noticed his small feet and “the light dancer’s steps he took with them.”25 Once, when he was drunk, Wayne whimsically turned Marilyn Carey (Olive’s daughter-in-law) upside down while dancing with her, and didn’t notice that her face was turning red until Marilyn’s husband pointed it out to him. “Duke apologized,” says Harry Carey, Jr. The move was so effortless for him it did not occur to Wayne in his stupor that it could be physically trying for another.26

Wayne’s control of his body was economical, with no motions wasted. This gave a sense of purpose to everything he did. He worked out characteristic stances, gestures, ways of sitting his horse. He learned to choreograph his fight moves with the creative stuntman, Yakima Canutt. In stills from his early pictures, even when the face is fuzzy, one can identify Wayne by his pose or gait, the tilt of his shoulders, the contrapposto lean of his hips. Classical sculptors worked out the counterpoised position to get the maximum of both tension and relaxation, both motion and stillness, in the human body: the taut line of the body is maintained through the hip above the straight leg, while the torso relaxes, it deviates from rigid lines, on the other side, where the leg is bent. Wayne constantly strikes the pose of Michelangelo’s David (see illustration section). Sometimes, with a wider throw of hip, he becomes Donatello’s David (see illustration). He was very conscious of his effects. Richard Widmark used to laugh when Wayne, directing The Alamo, shouted at his actors: “Goddamnit, be graceful—like me!”27

When George Plimpton, playing a bit part in Hawks’s Rio Lobo, had to enter a saloon carrying a rifle at waist level, he asked Wayne how to hold it (Plimpton was holding the gun with the trigger guard near his belt, the stock projecting out behind him). Wayne took the rifle, jammed its stock against his hip, and held it with one hand so that his whole body leaned into the gun, spoke through it, seemed to be at one with it.28 Wayne twirled a rifle as easily as other cowboys twirl their pistols.

Western stars traditionally identified themselves with elaborate signals worked out through their costume, devices to make people conscious that this hero lived in an entirely different social system. William S. Hart wore leather and tough fabrics layered around him almost like body armor. Others added to their height with “ten-gallon hats,” or to their menace with crossed bandoliers stuck with bullets. They wore two guns at the side, or a large pistol stuck in the front of their belts. They used “batwing” chaps to suggest a swooping motion even when off their horses. Metal riveted them together, from vest studs down to noisy spurs.

Wayne also had some costuming tricks—his placket-front shirt, dark and semimilitary. But his signals were sent by the body under the clothes, which was far more semantically charged than they were. His pants were folded up at the cuff, to reveal the gracefulness of his footwork. He dressed to let the body do its work—just as Fred Astaire wore form-fitting tuxedos to bring out the line of his body, the calligraphy of its tracings in the air. Wayne’s silhouette was enough to identify him. When he made an uncredited appearance on the TV show of his friend Ward Bond, his face was not shown, just his horse looming up in shadow outside a camp fire—but the way his body is held reveals who he is to anyone familiar with his films.29

Wayne created an entire Western language of body signals. The most explicit of these were the Indian signs he often used—paradoxically dainty and slow arcs and swoops made by his large hands (“big as hams,” Widmark said) and thick wrists (emphasized with a gold bracelet). His physical autonomy and self-command, the ease and authority of his carriage, made each motion a statement of individualism, a balletic Declaration of Independence.

The whole language cohered—as did the vocal aspect of his performance. Wayne’s calculated and measured phrasing gave his delivery the same air of control, of inevitability, that his motions conveyed. He dealt out phrases like dooms: “Touch that gun and I’ll kill ya.” The stop-and-go phrasing is what all his imitators get; but few capture the melodic intervals of his cadenced speech. As a cavalry officer, he directs his troops with two notes more stirring than the trumpet’s: “Yoh-oh” (a two-and-a-half-tone drop). Joan Didion’s girlhood memory of him was an acoustical one, of the commands he gave.30 His throwaway comments, quietly delivered, were just as effective: “He’ll do” (two-tone drop). I have watched Wayne’s films dubbed in Italy, and been impressed with how much of his performance depends on the timbre, the melodic and rhythmic turns, of his voice on the soundtrack.

The most obvious element in Wayne’s physical performance is his walk—the manly stride Newt Gingrich tried to imitate as an adolescent. The walk became so famous that various people took credit for inventing it and drilling Wayne on how to do it. Paul Fix, the Western star who worked often with Wayne, claimed he showed Wayne how to walk in the dramatic scene of Red River, but Hawks scoffed at the idea: “You don’t have to tell Wayne anything about walking through cattle. Wayne knew.”31 Plimpton asked him how the walk was developed, and Wayne finally told him:

“Well, uh, the walk’s been kind of a secret in our family for a long time—my Dad taught me. But I can’t keep it forever. I’ll tell you how he taught me . . .”

“There’s a trick to it, is there?”

“. . .  so he says, ‘You pick up one foot and put it forward and set it down. Then you pick up the other foot and set it down—and that’s walkin’ forward. If you do the reverse, you’re walkin’ backward.”32

Wayne pooh-poohed the notion that he studied his walk, perhaps because it is “unmanly” for a male to be as conscious of his body’s display as, say, Mae West was in rolling her pelvis or Marilyn Monroe in wriggling her behind. Yet Wayne was conscious of his effects, as he indirectly revealed in one interview: Ford, who knew how to needle people on their points of pride, would shout at Wayne things like “Damnit, Duke, you’re as clumsy as Ward [Bond].” Wayne told the interviewer (Ford’s grandson): “But, God knows, if I could do anything, it was move well.”33

Any actor has to project character through his whole body, as Laurence Olivier often said. Hawks made Wayne’s motions “age” in Red River. D. W. Griffith sent his film actresses to study movement with the dance instructor Ruth St. Denis. Actors like Richard Boone went to Martha Graham for the same reason (she told him to imitate a cat).34 John Barrymore made his body reveal the character of Richard III in the way he limped—impeded, but gracefully overcoming the impediment:

I merely turned my right foot inward, pointing it toward the instep of my left foot. I let it stay in that position and then forgot all about it. I did not try to walk badly, I walked as well as I could.35

How an actor moves is obviously important in what are, after all, motion pictures—but surprisingly little criticism has focused on this essential aspect of performance.36 Virginia Wright Wexman applied “kinesics” to Humphrey Bogart’s body language—more languorous as a Chandler hero, more nervous as a Hammett one.37 And perceptive critics have noticed the grace of particular performers. Graham Greene said that Cagney danced his gangster parts “on his light hoofer’s feet, with his quick nervous hands.”38 David Thomson saw signs of Burt Lancaster’s acrobatic training in the way he moved.39 Alan Ladd liked to run in little cat-crouches, turning his low stature into a slithery form of energy. Henry Fonda had a stiff storklike walk that set him against the flow of things around him—a sign of integrity in Young Mr. Lincoln or The Grapes of Wrath, of martinet irresponsiveness in Fort Apache, of detached inhumanity in Once Upon a Time in the West. What gives the dance in Ford’s My Darling Clementine its impact is the way the rigid Fonda becomes more flexible. Cary Grant was trained as an acrobat, like Lancaster, and he can do more with less motion than any other screen actor. This is because of the way he angles his head away from what he is doing, as if it were a detached thing carried at a careful remove from what his limbs and torso are up to. (Buster Keaton has the same knack in his knockabout comedies.)

In discussing Wayne as an actor, we should take into account the whole of his performance. That would put him among the most expressive of those who move about in the moving pictures. Often people resist his performance not because of its quality (good or bad) but because of its content. His body spoke a highly specific language of “manliness,” of self-reliant authority. It was a body impervious to outside force, expressing a mind narrow but focused, fixed on the task, impatient with complexity. This is a dangerous ideal to foster. It is “male” in a way that has rightly become suspect—one-sided, exclusive of values conventionally labeled “female.”

It may seem surprising that, at a time when gender studies dominate much of film criticism, when essay after essay is devoted to masculinity on the screen, so little attention is paid to Wayne. Much of the new literature answers critic Laura Mulvey’s famous claim that a male gaze makes women the sole sex objects of cinema.40 In the responses to her, we are given counterexamples of men who have been the object of sexual “voyeurism.” Wayne, wrapped against a hostile environment, does not qualify for the kind of gaze directed at the exposed bodies of men in Bible epics, boxing films, or sci-fi fantasies. This gaze is captured in Michel Mourlet’s effusion, often quoted:

Charlton Heston is an axiom. He constitutes a tragedy in himself, his presence in any film being enough to instill beauty. The pent-up violence expressed by the somber phosphorescence of his eyes, his eagle’s profile, the imperious arch of his eyebrows, the hard, bitter curve of his lips, the stupendous strength of his torso—this is what he has given and what not even the worst of directors can debase. It is in this sense that one can say that Charlton Heston, by his very existence and regardless of the film he is in, provides a more accurate definition of the cinema than films like Hiroshima mon amour or Citizen Kane, films whose aesthetic either ignores or repudiates Charlton Heston. Through him, mise en scène can confront the most intense of conflicts and settle them with the contempt of a god imprisoned, quivering with muted rage. In this sense, Heston is more a [Fritz] Langian than a [Raoul] Walshian hero.41

The conservative Charlton Heston might be surprised at becoming an object of “the male gaze.” When Gore Vidal wrote a homosexual infatuation with Heston’s character into the script of Ben-Hur, the director, William Wyler, said, “Don’t say a word to Chuck.”42

Wayne has largely escaped such metaphysical attention. He is neither the naked god nor the troubled adolescent. Gender criticism that defines “masculinity” has been most concerned with conflicted maleness, in figures like James Dean, Montgomery Clift, or Marlon Brando.43 Maleness is acutely experienced at points where it is doubted or questioned. Wayne seems too obtuse to question his own macho swagger, which means that he can be dismissed without analysis. It is telling that Ford did not think of Wayne when casting “sensitive” roles, but chose Henry Fonda or James Stewart—and they have been the object of masculinity studies.44

By an odd turn of history, recent analyses of masculinity have less interesting things to say about Wayne than do ancient Roman critics of male performance. In the militaristic Roman society, a man’s persuasiveness depended very much on his stance (status) and walk (gressus, gradus).45 Cicero, in his book The Orator (17.59), describes the ideal speaker, in a culture where speaking well was an exercise in performance art. It sounds as if Cicero had just been watching Wayne films:

He must practice an economy of movement, with no extraneous effort—the carriage of his body straight and lofty; his pacing measured and kept within bounds; lunging only to the point, and rarely; without effeminacy in turning his head; no little stage business with his hands; no “conducting himself” to a beat; but governing himself in the expression of his whole body, with a manly torsion from the waist; using powerful gestures when moved, and none at all when calm.

In Rome, military rule was the highest virtue, and the most debilitating accusation was one of effeminacy. Cicero said that orators should learn grace of movement from wrestlers, should stamp their feet in a manly (not a petulant) way, should consider the whole body (the motus corporis) more important even than the words of a speech.46 Lucian drew the same picture—“a strong man, of understated power, virile stride, skin toughened by the outdoors, eyes hard and on the lookout.”47 The Roman Empire dreamed constantly of John Wayne.

Why this echo of a lost classical world? Rome trained its citizens to war. Its empire depended on a mystique of the legions intelligently led. The “Seventh Cavalry” of John Ford’s Westerns had the legionary spirit—far more than do the quaintly armored “Romans” of Cecil DeMille historical epics. But even more important, the America of Ford’s time had the sense of imperial burden that came to it with World War II and the Cold War. America submitted to a discipline of protracted struggle that made the President a full-time “Commander in Chief” even of nonmilitary citizens. Citizens were under scrutiny for their loyalty to the war effort. Classification of secrets, security clearances, lists of subversive organizations, loyalty oaths, secret funding of the CIA, internal surveillance by the FBI, the expensive buildup of an arsenal and of defenses—all these things were embraced as the price of defending the free world.

Wayne’s time of maximum popularity coincided with this immense societal effort, and he internalized its demands in his own life as well as in his films. He joined the hunt for sympathizers with the foe, and helped expel them from Hollywood. He tied his own greatest financial project, the making of The Alamo, to the electoral struggle of 1960, in which he felt that real patriots should support Richard Nixon. He defended the war in Vietnam, and made The Green Berets as a personal statement on that conflict. Though the mystique of some Westerns has been one of freedom and individualism, of a creative anarchy, Ford’s movies stressed the need for regimentation as necessary to survival under threat. Ironically, this reflected conditions in the real West of the 1860s-1890s more accurately than did the myth of emancipated spirits on the frontier.

Wayne-olatry grew in such a climate. It is the greatest popular expression of the tensions in that half-century of muted struggle (1945–1985). What followed, in terms of Hollywood symbols, was a reversion to radical individualism. The end of the Cold War should have been a comforting development but it was also seen as the end of empire. America lost Vietnam, with a corresponding breakdown in its internal imperial discipline, leading to a sense of drift, a new awareness of crime as raveling out the social fabric. It is significant that gender studies of movie masculinity have added a third item to their treatment of naked gods and troubled boys—the “hard bodies” of the Vietnam era, men engaged in revenge fantasies. Rambo goes after the abandoned relics of empire in Vietnam (“Do we get to win this time?”). “Rocky Balboa” beats the Russian giant when Rocky’s government has to confine itself to nuclear standoff. Dirty Harry goes after the punks who have made the city a jungle, using tactics forbidden to the ineffective police force. Citizens must take up arms, alone or in private militias, since the government has failed its subjects, abroad and at home. Conan the Barbarian, created by John Milius (the same man who developed the Dirty Harry character), becomes an avenger after his whole village is wiped out. In Milius’s Red Dawn, teenagers must fight for a government that adults have surrendered.48

The sense of opposing tremendous odds, of standing against the whole of established society, calls for a hypertrophy of the individual’s musculature and weaponry. Stallone and Schwarzenegger are fitted out with bodies that are nothing but body armor. Stripped naked, they carry huge cannon and automatic firing systems. Dirty Harry’s gun gets longer and longer, blowing away whole phantom structures of evil, not just single bad guys. The note of these films is rage. Wayne did not normally have the contempt for his opponent that Dirty Harry does. The Wayne hero could be calm, in a time of the empire’s dominance. His self-discipline was counted on to awe or attract others. The mature Wayne was lightly weaponed—a rifle, or one pistol, and he often did not have to use that. He faced down foes. The villain in the “shoot-out” is undone by Wayne’s stride as he comes down the street.

The individualism of the Rambos is conveyed by their naked bodies. They wear no uniform, not even that of normal civil society. Bruce Willis’s Die Hard police hero ends up shorn of civilized symbols (including shoes and shirt)—though large firing systems are magically available. The Seventh Cavalry is not going to ride to the rescue—why put on its epaulets? There is no one or nothing to turn to but one’s gun. As the father tells Conan in Milius’s film: “No one in this world can you trust—not men, not women, not beasts. This [steel] you can trust.”

Though some critics found homoeroticism in the classic Westerns, more have explored its presence in the narcissism of the bodybuilders, Stallone and Schwarzenegger, or the phallic prolongations of Dirty Harry’s gun.49 (Anticipating such a reaction, the Dirty Harry films plant homosexuals for Harry to mock, dissociating himself from them.) The rage of these avenger movies—or the nihilism and apocalyptic violence of Sergio Leone’s and Sam Peckinpah’s Westerns—may make Wayne and Ford look moderate in retrospect. In Peckinpah’s The Wild Bunch, lives previously meaningless acquire validity in the apocalyptic ending that brings down “the system.” Conan tells his “sidekick” that winning is less important than the fact “that two stood against many.”

Wayne helped articulate the system that could not sustain its mission of a pax Americana. The imperial reach led to the postimperial letdown. In that sense, we owe Rambo to Wayne, even though Rambo seems to reject what Wayne stood for. The strength of Wayne was that he embodied our deepest myth—that of the frontier. His weakness is that it was only a myth. Behind the fantasies of frontier liberation, as historian Patricia Limerick reminds us, was a reality of conquest. And conquest has a way of undoing the conquerors.

A myth does not take hold without expressing many truths—misleading truths, usually, but important ones: truth, for one thing, to the needs of those who elaborate and accept the myth; truth to the demand for some control over complex realities; truth to the recognition of shared values (however shakily grounded those values may be in themselves). Even the myths that simplify are not, in themselves, simple. It is true that Westerns work with a body of conventional situations (though a larger, more flexible body of them than most people realize). But Japanese Noh plays, ancient Greek tragedy, and the commedia dell’arte also work within strict conventions—a fact that does not deprive them of subtleties or nuance. Myth works best in such established frameworks. The Western can raise serious moral questions because it deals with the clash of entirely different social systems—not only that of Native Americans, or Mexicans, or Chinese “coolies” with European colonizers, but that of earlier colonizers with later ones. The technology that is the white man’s friend becomes his enemy as waves of exploitation wash in and overlap prior waves.

Wayne was not just one type of Western hero. He is an innocently leering ladies’ man in his B films of the thirties, a naïf in Stagecoach, an obsessed adolescent in Shepherd of the Hills, a frightened cattle capitalist in Red River, a crazed racist in The Searchers, a dutiful officer in cavalry pictures, the worldly-wise elder counselor in later movies. He is sometimes a hothead, more often the restrainer of hotheads. So it is not true that Wayne always played the same role; but it is true that all his work, especially in the Westerns, was part of one project—to build a persona full of portent, to maintain a cumulative authority in his bearing. Wayne was careful about the persona, not accepting things that would endanger it. He refused to play a coward for Howard Hawks. He refused to shoot a man in the back for Don Siegel. He would be villainous, but not weak. An early small part, in The Life of Jimmy Dolan, showed that he could play a coward; but later it was one of the things “John Wayne” did not do. Creating that artifact “John Wayne” was the lifelong project of the man behind the image—whatever his name was (Marion Morrison, Duke Morrison, Duke Wayne). Wayne was helped along the way by directors, writers, producers, cameramen, costumers, friends, and critics; and he was hindered by an assortment of the well-meaning, the diffident, the sycophantic. But he kept strenuously to his own program—to create a “self” so real to others that he could disappear into it, as he did.

He finally became what he had projected on the screen—a hollow triumph, for what was that but the figment of other people’s imaginations? Wayne’s own story is a large one—as large as the truths, the evasions, the lies of which his screen image was confected. It produced some film masterpieces (along with a large body of clinkers). It involved some of the greatest talents in film-making—John Ford, Howard Hawks, Raoul Walsh, Joe August, Archie Stout, Winton Hoch, Bert Glennon, William Clothier, Dudley Nichols, Frank Nugent, Henry Fonda, Maureen O’Hara. It also involved all Americans, whether we knew it or not. We are entangled in his story, by the dreams he shaped or inhibited, in us or in others, by the things he validated and those he scorned, by the particular definition he gave to “being American.” That influenced us—whether, with Richard Nixon and Ronald Reagan, we accepted the definition; or, with Eric Bentley, we tried to renounce or discredit it. The less we advert to what he did to us, the less we can cope with it. Down the street of the twentieth-century imagination, that figure is still walking toward us—graceful, menacing, inescapable.
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SCOPE OF THE BOOK

WHY HIM? When I began this project three years ago, that was the question most often asked when anyone learned of it. I had received no such queries when I said I was writing about Richard Nixon or Ronald Reagan. They, after all, held political office, formed political policy, and depended on a political electorate. People cast votes for them. They just bought tickets for John Wayne’s movies. Yet it is a very narrow definition of politics that would deny John Wayne political importance. The proof of that is Richard Nixon’s appeal to Wayne’s movie Chisum when he wanted to explain his own views on law and order. Nixon had policies, but beneath those positions were the values Wayne exemplified.

All those values were created on the screen. There is no better demonstration of the power of movies than Wayne’s impact on American life. He was not like other actors, who simply hold political views. Paul Newman was known to favor liberal positions. But his fans did not love or hate the on-screen Newman—as Hud, for instance, or Butch Cassidy—because of his politics.

Wayne did not just have political opinions. He embodied a politics; or his screen image did. It was a politics of large meanings, not of little policies—a politics of gender (masculine), ideology (patriotism), character (self-reliance), and responsibility. It was a matter of basic orientation. Its dogmas were (usually) implicit. Whatever weight attached to his “real life” was totally derived from the flickering light of his screen appearances.

This book asks how that embodied cluster of meanings was brought into being, developed, and altered—by creative artists of the camera, whose aim was not to create “John Wayne” but to make successful movies. By a confluence of audience demand and commercial production, the Wayne that took shape in the transaction between the two expressed deep needs and aspirations in the country. “Wayne” became the pattern of manly American virtue.

This is not the biography of a man, then. Wayne had no interesting ideas in his private life. But the complex idea conveyed on the screen in the course of his career—a compound idea of what American manhood is in the minds of the vast majority of Americans—deserves the most careful treatment, deserves a biography of that idea. Wayne’s on-screen character changed over time, from the naive virtue of “the Ringo Kid” to the dark acceptance of responsibility by “Sergeant Stryker” to the grim acceptance of anachronism by “J. B. Books.” But these different identities had the continuity of a myth whose contents could be sorted out in a variety of ways.

Since Wayne’s importance is solely the product of his films, the studios have the importance for tracing his America that political parties had when I was studying Richard Nixon or Ronald Reagan. “Wayne” was crafted by others. That was true in a limited sense for Nixon or Reagan. They had their political “handlers,” the projectors and protectors of their image—men like Murray Chotiner or Chuck Colson for Nixon, Mike Deaver or Roger Ailes for Reagan. But Wayne on the screen was nothing but image—lit, moved about, costumed, made up, photographed. Where the politicians had speechwriters, he had scripts. Only the superficial will think that these artistic means have a superficial impact on “real life.” They are the tools for making the myths that go into our self-understanding as a people. Normally these are not directly political tools. With Wayne—and with no other actor to anything like the same degree—they became instruments for shaping political attitude.

Naturally, so political an art caused political resistance from those who disagreed with or feared its meaning—women, for instance, opposing the ethos of masculine supremacy. But the Wayne idea drew so deeply upon the largest myths of our past—of the frontier, of a purifying landscape, of American exceptionalism, of discipline as the condition of rule—that some had trouble resisting the idea even when they renounced its consequences.

Since I trace the history of “John Wayne” as an idea, not of John Wayne (or Marion Morrison) the man, biographical detail unrelated to the making of the movies will not be found here—except in the first chapter, which deals with the initial encounter of a pre-Wayne Wayne with his movie refashioners. Even many movies are excluded, not because they are bad (though most are) but because they had little importance in creating or maintaining the persona who had political consequences.

If this were a straight show-business biography, I would have to deal with all the important directors Wayne worked with—Jules Dassin, Cecil B. DeMille, Edward Dmytryk, John Huston, Otto Preminger, Nicholas Ray, George Stevens. But none of these men affected Wayne’s political image in an important way. Only directors who helped create or advance the ideological image are considered here: Raoul Walsh, Robert N. Bradbury, Howard Hawks, Henry Hathaway, and—above all—John Ford. The complex relationship with Ford is at the heart of Wayne’s political artistry, which means it is at the heart of this book.

In the same way, a straight Hollywood biography would treat Wayne’s work with a number of important leading ladies—Ann-Margret, Jean Arthur, Joan Crawford, Claudette Colbert, Laraine Day, Anita Ekberg, Paulette Goddard, Susan Hayward, Patricia Neal, Donna Reed, Lana Turner. To find out what Wayne thought of Geraldine Page’s atrocious hygiene or Lana Turner’s sad drinking, the reader must turn to the fine biography of Wayne by Randy Roberts and James S. Olson. I deal only with actresses who played key roles in politically important films: Claire Trevor, Joanne Dru, Katharine Hepburn, Lauren Bacall, and—above all—Maureen O’Hara (five films together, though two of them were duds).

Since this is the story of a mythical figure in a make-believe industry, I must sort out the way the myth was made; and this will sometimes mean contrasting the legends with more literal fact. All Hollywood stories are dubious, given the creativity of publicity departments and the cooperative imaginings of career-oriented performers. But Wayne myths went into his political legend in ways not easily paralleled among his fellow artists. So I look at the minor myths that advanced his larger legend—the story of both his father’s and his own football “stardom,” of his supposed inability to serve in World War II, of his “western upbringing,” of his “manly” indifference to cosmetics and all aspects of his appearance, and (above all) the many myths about his friendship with John Ford.

Ford and Wayne engaged in a continual refashioning of their joint history. The truth of Wayne’s part in this is difficult to establish since Ford created false versions of almost every aspect of his life. What Samuel Johnson wrote about Alexander Pope is equally true of Ford: “In all his intercourse with mankind, he had great delight in artifice, and endeavored to attain all his purposes by indirect and unsuspected methods. He hardly drank tea without a stratagem.” Wayne himself must have wondered what really happened whenever Ford told a new version of their shared exploits. One of the greatest challenges to a student of “John Wayne” is to determine how much of that confected personality the world is asked to accept on the fugitive word of John Ford.
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SOME OF MY RESEARCH for this book moved back over tracks I first explored for Reagan’s America—the Hollywood of the Screen Actors Guild, of blacklistings, of an anti-Communist subculture, of the Motion Picture Alliance for the Preservation of American Ideals. I give somewhat less attention to this matter because of my account of Reagan’s red-hunting. Wayne moved in a different circle of the screen world—his efforts went into the Alliance rather than the Guild—but the atmosphere both breathed was identical.

When I began work on this book, my first priority was to see all the important Westerns, concentrating on the growth of different cowboy ideals. I began with the silent heroes, Broncho Billy, William S. Hart, Tom Mix, Jack Holt, Harry Carey, Hoot Gibson, Buck Jones, Ken Maynard—and followed their careers (all but Broncho Billy’s and Hart’s) into the sound era. Madeline F. Matz, at the Library of Congress, was especially helpful in arranging for me to see the work of these Western stars; but other films were viewed at the Museum of Modern Art and UCLA.

I also set about to view all the extant movies of John Ford. Here I received extraordinarily generous and informed assistance from Charles Silver of the Museum of Modern Art. Besides the other film archives mentioned, I saw some rare Ford movies at the Wisconsin Historical Society. In these and other places I viewed, over time, roughly 140 of Wayne’s films.

For Harry Carey’s career, I drew on the Robinson Locke Collection at the Richard Rodgers branch of the New York Public Library. Patrick Loughney at the Library of Congress unearthed the sole surviving copy of Carey’s play Montana. The Harry Carey papers are at Brigham Young University, still uncatalogued, but James D’Arc, the university’s film curator, helped me find my way through them. Carey’s son and daughter-in-law, “Dobe” and Marilyn, were also helpful, showing me their own collection of Carey photographs and clippings. Since Marilyn Carey is the daughter of Western actor Paul Fix, a friend and colleague of Wayne’s, and since Dobe Carey not only knew his father’s career and friends but worked with Ford and Wayne himself, the Careys are a living archive of the Western film’s history. Dobe is also the author of the best book on John Ford.

Ford’s papers I consulted at the Lilly Library, Howard Hawks’s at Brigham Young, Darryl Zanuck’s at UCLA. People who worked with both Ford and Wayne, and who told me interesting things about the two men’s relationship include (besides Dobe Carey) John Agar, Joanne Dru, Andrew McLaglen, Denver Pyle, and Richard Widmark. Pilar Wayne and James Bellah, Jr., offered observations of Ford from a greater distance.

For Wayne’s background and life, I am grateful to the college historian at Simpson College, Iowa, to the archivist of the athletic program at the University of Southern California, and to the curators of local history collections at the public libraries of Winterset and Earlham in Iowa, of Lancaster and Glendale in California, of San Antonio in Texas, and of Tucson in Arizona. For Ford and Wayne at the Naval Academy, I am grateful to the Academy’s Professor of History, David Peeler, who helped me with archival materials.

I appreciate the offer to try out my ideas on Ford with helpful lecture audiences at the Naval Academy in Annapolis, the Morgan Library in New York, the Newberry Library in Chicago, the Wisconsin Historical Society in Madison, and the nation’s assembled Henry R. Luce Professors. I am grateful, as well, for the documentary research of Wayne’s assiduous biographers, Randy Roberts and James S. Olson, as well as to my prompt and meticulous typist, Joan Stahl. My son John, an historian, helped me understand the American West. My son Garry, a film-maker, helped me with technical problems of cinema. Charles Silver and Randy Roberts read and improved the manuscript.

Most of all, as usual, I owe the three women sine quibus non—Alice and Anne and Natalie, editor, agent, and wife. Especially Natalie.
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INVENTING A COWBOY

The Hollywood star system invented childhoods to fit an actor’s later image, suggesting that, for instance, Starlet X was “born to play the siren.” The studio publicist in Evelyn Waugh’s The Loved One invents a Gaelic past for a woman about to star in Irish roles:

He footled with a new name for Juanita and a new life-story: Kathleen FitzBourke the toast of the Galway Blazers; the falling light among the banks and walls of that stiff country and Kathleen FitzBourke alone with hounds. . . .

So people try to find a young “John Wayne” in the Marion Morrison of history: a football hero descended from a football hero, a westerner, an outdoorsman, a horseman—one born to be a cowboy star.

But there was nothing to indicate this would be Wayne’s career until director Raoul Walsh put him in a great movie, The Big Trail (1930), that failed because of the Depression’s impact on its wide-screen process. Wayne’s non-Western bit parts in the early thirties were a dead end because the studios were too damaged by the Depression to develop young players. The only quick money Wayne could make was in B Westerns, using and improving skills he first learned for Walsh’s The Big Trail. He labored for a dreary decade in such roles, wasting his twenties in trivial productions. He still did not think his future would be defined by Westerns. He stayed out of World War II to try new roles, as in his three films with Marlene Dietrich. But the hard apprenticeship to Westerns was only apparently a trap. It laid the foundation for his best later work.
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MAN FROM NOWHERE

JOHN WAYNE, like Ronald Reagan (born four years after him), was part of Iowa’s great exodus to California.1 A net of commercial and filial connections dragged people from their cornfields off to citrus groves. Wayne’s family was typical: first his paternal grandfather went, then his father, then his mother with his maternal grandmother and grandfather. Reagan went, taking a whole cluster of friends from his broadcasting days, to be followed by his brother and his parents. Iowans turned like sunflowers toward the California sun.

Wayne forgot Iowa, and Iowa forgot him, while Reagan kept up ties with his Midwestern past. This is mainly, but not only, because Wayne left as a child (seven), and Reagan as a young man (twenty-five). Studio publicists highlight or invent links to a star’s roots if they are useful to the star’s image. It served Reagan to be a homey and down-to-earth Iowan, the unpretentious star of Des Moines radio. But Western heroes appear from nowhere. Their past is mysterious, their name a title or a mask—the Virginian, the Texan, the Kid. Is Shane a first or last name—or both, or neither? Even when not masked, this Western hero is always a lone ranger, come back from beyond the farthest ridge, not formed “back East” in settled ways. John Wayne had nothing to gain from the farmlands in his past. It is accidental but appropriate that Reagan lost his nickname (Dutch) in California, returning to his real name (Ronald), while Wayne lost his real first name (Marion) there, gaining a nickname (Duke) before trading his family name (Morrison) for a stage name. If Wayne was not quite Sergio Leone’s “Man with No Name,” he was at least a man from nowhere. The nowhere was Winterset, Iowa.

Later on, residents of Winterset entertained a myth that Wayne sneaked back, once, to look at his native place—as if Wayne could slip unnoticed through the rows of corn.2 Wayne’s son Michael fed this illusion by saying that he showed Wayne, toward the end of his father’s life, a movie made in Winterset (Cold Turkey), without telling him where it was set. Wayne, his son averred, found something familiar about the Madison County courthouse—a remarkable achievement for a child who left Winterset at age two, moving on to other towns in Iowa.3

The Wayne family took few happy memories away from Iowa, and some of the happy few were false. Wayne later boasted that his father’s Iowa pharmacy was a real drugstore, not a place for selling general products. But the store Clyde Morrison owned specialized in paint and wallpaper, and the drugs he sold were mainly patent medicine. Even more important was the memory that Clyde had been a football star, an “all-state halfback” at Simpson College.

The Simpson College yearbooks and school papers tell a different story. Clyde Morrison grew up in Indianola, the site of Simpson College, and attended its preparatory academy. In his freshman year at the college, he started on the football team’s first string but was replaced as the season wore on.4 His hometown paper made this embarrassing report: “Morrison did well [in an early game] but does not get into condition for proper work.”5 In his second and last season, Morrison was on the bench, not mentioned in a single game’s newspaper report.6 In a college with only 106 male students, one that did not have an entire second eleven (the roster was sixteen players), this is hardly an “all-state” career.7 Yet the legend is still being passed on.8

The Clyde Morrison who went to Winterset in 1906 to clerk in a drugstore was no star, and there would be few memories of him or his family after they left in 1909. Two decades later, when “John Wayne” had acquired some fame, there was an attempt to connect him with the baby Marion Morrison, but local report gave different stories about things as basic as the house where he was born. The woman doctor who delivered him told her daughter that she did it in a second-story apartment.9 A former secretary of the Madison County Historical Society, Lloyd H. Smith, told the ghostwriter of Wayne’s unfinished autobiography, Maurice Zolotow, that there were three or more contenders for the honor. Smith himself assigned it to a house now destroyed, a picture of which appears in Zolotow’s Shooting Star.10

When, after Wayne’s death, the Winterset Chamber of Commerce decided to honor the site of his birth, no documents (sale, rent, or phone records) revealed where the Morrisons were in 1907, and no address was given on Marion’s birth certificate. Local authorities relied on one woman’s testimony. The late Alice Miller, then in her eighties, said that she remembered, as a girl, watching the excitement across the street as John Wayne was born in 1907, though Marion Morrison had disappeared from Winterset in 1909.11 Alice Miller was also a source for the biographical pamphlet, sold at the birthplace, that remembers Clyde Morrison as a football star.

Perhaps the designated birthplace, which drew fifty thousand tourists in 1994, is the actual house.12 It has an advantage Lloyd Smith’s candidate lacked. It is still standing. Or perhaps when Wayne made his rumored secret visit to Winterset, he was a phantom Iowan visiting a phantom home.

Clyde Morrison went to work in 1906 at M. E. Smith’s Drug Store, whose ads ran to items like this: “Foley’s Kidney Cure . . . Take it at once, Do not risk having Bright’s Disease or Diabetes . . . 500 and $1.00 Bottle, Refuse Substitutes.”13 Clyde proved no more successful at holding a job than at staying on the first string at Simpson. By 1909, he was a drug clerk in another Iowa town (Brooklyn).14 A year after that, Clyde used some family money to buy a Rexall store in Earlham, a store which folded in a year. This was the place that sold paint and wallpaper—the kind of thing he was selling, a year later, at a general store in Keokuk.15 In 1913, having exhausted the possibilities of pharmacies and of Iowa, Clyde went to California where his father had preceded him. In 1914, Clyde’s wife and two sons joined him there. The future Wayne was seven, and had already lived in four different Iowa towns. No wonder his recollections of the state were vague to nonexistent. In his aborted autobiography, he says that his younger brother (“Bobby”) was born in Winterset, though he was actually born two towns later (in Earlham).16

The Morrison family had been unhappy in Iowa, and would become unhappier still in California, where Marion was now old enough to hear more of his parents’ quarrelings. Clyde, with his unfailing gift for failure, made two reckless decisions—a) to become, with no experience, a farmer, and b) to do his farming in Antelope Valley. The Valley is an arid basin just over the coastal range of California mountains north of Los Angeles. Other Iowans went to lush fruit fields or seaside views. Clyde contrived to find a desert in the garden, one sealed off from verdure and the ocean.

It was a terrible place for crops, but ideal for playing cowboy, if Wayne had wanted to. In fact, he would come back, in his B Western days, to ride this arid strip of land. Newhall, in the coastal foothills overlooking the valley, was a favorite spot for film-makers like W. S. Hart (who built his home there), Harry Carey, and John Ford (who, at age nineteen, arrived in California the same year Wayne did).

But Wayne hated this first exposure to “the Old West”—to its gas lighting (electricity had not come to the Valley by 1914), its outdoor johns, its swarming jackrabbits (which ate the thin crops his father was able to coax from the soil), its rattlesnakes (they would always scare him), and the bony horse he rode from the farm to school in a nearby town (Lancaster).17 When Wayne was asked, in 1974, to contribute to an anniversary publication in Lancaster, he did not send the usual warm reveries of childhood. He wrote:

I had to ride to school on horseback. The horse developed a disease that kept it skinny. We finally had to destroy it but the nosey biddies of the town called the humane society and accused me, a 7 year old, of not feeding my horse and watering him. This was proven in time to be a lie. I think it was occasioned by the fact that I had allowed a boy even younger than myself to ride him the full length of the town—from one telephone pole to the next—and he fell off the horse, which did not upset him but it upset the dear ladies of Lancaster.18

Wayne’s lasting hatred of horses seems to have begun here, along with unpleasant memories about everything connected with his father’s farm. That small house without electric lights was racked by the torments his mother inflicted on his father (sometimes abetted by her visiting parents).

Luckily, Clyde could not keep at anything for long. When Wayne was nine, Clyde went to work again in a pharmacy, this time in Glendale, the largest city Wayne had yet lived in. With seven thousand inhabitants in 1916, Glendale was a booming suburb of Los Angeles.19 Like Wayne at this point, the city had no fondness for raw frontiers. The mansions and movie palaces it was putting up had classical façades. At its high school, the boys wore ties and jackets, the girls wore skirts and Navy-style blouses with collar-sashes tied in front.20 Community spirit multiplied institutions, and Wayne was soon joining all those available to him—the Boy Scouts, the YMCA, the Masonic youth fraternity (DeMolay).21

Glendale had an airplane landing strip and a rail stop that directors from nearby Hollywood used for things like Fatty Arbuckle comedies. Douglas Fairbanks came over to shoot a woodland scene for Robin Hood.22 Several small companies set up their own studios in the town, where the Kalem company made a very popular serial called The Hazards of Helen, starring Helen Holmes, a chubby but athletic twenty-two-year-old when she began the serial’s nineteen episodes. In the tapes for his autobiography, Wayne claimed he saw the imperiled Holmes doing her stunts and fell in love with her. But the nine-year-old Wayne arrived in Glendale a year after she had completed the serial and left Kalem.23

Wayne would see many other films made on the lots and streets of Glendale. The newspaper publicized events to be filmed—a balloon lift, an air “dogfight,” a crowd scene needing extras.24 It is not surprising that Wayne became very active in the Glendale High dramatic society. Two of his friends in Glendale, Bob and Bill Bradbury, were already starring in their father’s commercial shorts, The Adventures of Bob and Bill. Bill played football with Wayne. Bob, who was rather small for football, changed his name to Bob Steele when, later on, he became a cowboy star. His father, the elder Robert Bradbury, would direct Wayne himself in a dozen B Westerns. One early Bradbury project, Davy Crockett at the Alamo (1926), may have interested Wayne in a special way, since his friend Bob had a good part in it. This was a giddy social world for Wayne to enter, after isolation in the dark farm near Lancaster, where he had no company but embattled elders. At last he could begin making an impression on his peers.

Though young Marion Morrison blossomed in Glendale, Clyde shifted about with his normal fecklessness. Wayne lived in five different Glendale houses during his nine years there. It was in Glendale that his parents finally divorced, just after he left Glendale High. Mary (Molly) Brown Morrison was exasperated by failure, and kept reminding Clyde of that fact. Each boy sided with the parent he did not resemble. Molly, the driven parent, was lean-featured (vaguely vulpine) like her older son, who shared her ambition and will to succeed. Clyde, round-faced, an easygoing drifter, passed on his looks and character to Bobby.

Yet Bobby was always Molly’s favorite child, and Marion kept finding excuses for Clyde, the old “football hero.” Defending the indefensible made Wayne even less sympathetic toward his nagging mother. It made things worse for him to know, deep down, that she was right. Wayne did not like to speak to outsiders of what went on in his family, but he put in his projected autobiography this judgment: “I had grown up in a house of petty bickering.”25 Wayne’s estimate of his own family can be seen in the family choices he made for himself. Wayne sought out women (including all three of his wives) who came from the macho Latin culture of supportive (if not downright submissive) women. Wayne’s father was a dreamy nonachiever, and Wayne idolized John Ford (“the finest relationship in my life”), a hard taskmaster and ruthless professional.26 “Wayne was like a kid around John Ford,” Richard Widmark says.27 He was not a kid with his own father. With Clyde, he was a pal. When his parents squabbled, Wayne got out of the house—to work or to school activities by day, to male social groups (Scouts, YMCA, DeMolay) by night. It set a pattern his wives criticized later on, Wayne’s urge to be “out with the boys” (on Ford’s or his own boat, at meetings of the clubs he formed with other members of the Ford circle). Ford was another truant from his own home, and Wayne would be glad to trail behind him.

Not that Wayne was sowing wild oats in Glendale. He later told stories that portrayed him as a Peck’s bad boy. But reminiscences and the ample record of his busy life tell a different story. The groups he first joined were still energetically religious and patriotic in 1916—all three professed a brand of “muscular Christianity.” Wayne worked at odd jobs and delivered newspapers. In school, he earned good grades and was salutatorian when he graduated from junior high school. His teachers remember him as courteous and nonflamboyant, despite his striking good looks and the height to which he shot up in his teens.

Delivered from the nightmare time in Antelope Valley, where he was the unwilling auditor of his mother’s accusations and his father’s evasions, Wayne rushed out toward Glendale’s opportunities. At a time when other children are trying to “break out,” he was trying to break in—to get inside some larger, if more constraining (more supportive), social order. That is obvious in the flurry of activities he undertook. He was a superachiever, a model student. His popularity redeemed the loneliness of the past, all those moves and cover stories and pretenses that things were well at home. Aristotle calls the man without society a game-piece without a game.28 In Glendale, Wayne discovered his game board and moved happily around on it.

At Glendale High, which he attended between 1921 and 1925, Wayne was class vice president in his sophomore and junior years, and president as a senior. He was star guard on the football team, sportswriter on the school paper, actor and crew member in the dramatic society, a staffer on several social committees. He was also an honor student and the school’s representative to the Southern California Shakespeare Contest.29

His Shakespeare performance may amuse those who think Wayne could only drawl, “Waa-al, pilgrim.” But Wayne had not yet learned to be “Wayne.” He was still becoming a confident Marion Morrison. He delivered Cardinal Wolsey’s famous speech from Henry VIII.30 Back on campus, he played an English nobleman (a different kind of “Duke”) in The First Lady of the Land and an old man in Dulcey (for Dulcinea). A yearbook picture of him in the former role shows him standing with eighteenth-century frills of lace at his wrists and neck (“Never before has a class put over such a spectacular and finished performance”).31 Already, in pictures of the stage crew, Wayne strikes the sinuous pose of later years.32 For the annual football “fashion show” he appeared as a long-haired and bespectacled nerd in his junior year, and every player came in drag for the senior year.33

In football, Wayne did not play end or in the backfield because, well coordinated though he was, he was slow—slow but unstoppable against smaller high school boys (“Morrison battered great holes through the line”).34 In the movies, he would compensate for slowness by the economy of his moves, giving them energy by his focus. In his sophomore football picture, he looked like a starving refugee, so thin was he. But already by his junior year he has acquired the familiar adult face—one that would not change very much for the next two decades.35 In appearance, anyway, he was already the Ringo Kid.

Not that he aspired to be a cowboy, to ride over dry tracts like those of Antelope Valley. His high grades made it reasonable for him to aspire toward law school. The only obstacle to that was money. Clyde had none. But a football scholarship with the prestigious University of Southern California team removed that barrier. After a miserable childhood, Wayne had been given a glorious adolescence. Good things were showering down on him. Even his parents’ divorce in his first year at college seemed less a tragedy than the resolution of one.

At USC, across Los Angeles from Glendale, Wayne’s luck held at first. He had to work in the fraternities to supplement his scholarship money, but he loved fraternity life and was pledged in Sigma Chi, another male club. He made his letter on the freshman team and was ready to move up onto the team coached by the legendary Howard Jones. But his one year under Jones was not successful. He lost his place on the team, and with it his scholarship. That ended his college days. He later said an injury disqualified him—in the most common but not the only version, a body-surfing blow to his shoulder.36 But injuries (Wayne was not hurt for long) do not make a good coach drop a truly promising sophomore. By what would have been his senior year, Wayne was moving heavy properties around on the Fox set and doing risky stunt work. The real reason for Wayne’s dismissal from the football team can be inferred from the football programs of 1926. Jones had moved Wayne from guard to tackle—guards had to be fast enough to “pull” and act as interference in running games like Jones’s. And even at tackle Wayne stood at the bottom of a long list of talent.

The lack of speed that had kept him out of the high school backfield kept him off Jones’s rapid line. At the beginning of Wayne’s first and last year on the varsity, a fellow sophomore is listed as one of the two starting tackles, followed by a list of five others aspiring to the position. Wayne, placed last of these seven, is not mentioned as a player in the game accounts.37 It is significant that on the tapes for his autobiography, Wayne falsely remembers his USC position as “running guard.”38 Guard is the position he played successfully at Glendale High, and running interference is the reason he was not really useful to Jones. In the USC program for his one season under Jones, he was actually a tackle. Wayne’s football legend came to resemble his father’s. Clyde was remembered as “all-state” tackle (though he played halfback). Alumni from Wayne’s time would spread the tale that he was on his way to becoming an All-American until he was injured.39

In 1927, when he left USC, Wayne was no star, though football players mingled with the movie stars who came to their games and offered them bit parts in their movies. Wayne claimed that he was part of this celebrity world, telling a dubious story that cowboy star Tom Mix offered him a job as his personal trainer.40 The truth is that Wayne spent two years doing physical tasks at Fox Studios, moving property equipment, appearing as an extra when one was needed. He had two small speaking parts in Ford films—Salute (1929), which had Ward Bond in a bigger (though still small) role, and Men Without Women (1930)—but there was no sign that Ford was getting ready to use Wayne (who was still Morrison, of course) in a serious way.

It was Raoul Walsh who looked at Wayne’s graceful body, when Wayne was doing property work in 1929, and decided, on the spot, to make him a star. Walsh was the one who changed his name, erasing a whole history that belonged to Marion Morrison. The man who hated horses would finally be taught to ride. (Walsh, a fine rider himself, gave Wayne an Indian slouch in the saddle he would later have to get rid of.) The reciter of Shakespeare was taught to make graceful signs to communicate with Indians. Suit and tie were shed, for buckskins and moccasins. A classic Hollywood makeover was being done on Morrison/ Wayne. “Let your hair grow long,” Walsh told him.

Wayne was ready for this break in 1929. He had, now, no more reason to return to Glendale than to Winterset. Glendale residents would later wonder why he never came back, from next-door Los Angeles, to see his old school, his last “hometown.”41 But the hopes of Glendale had been shattered at USC. He was truly without a past, a man from nowhere. That was the proper background for the persona being forged by Walsh. Walsh liked to think of himself as blending a fictive world of the old frontier (where he had been a cowboy) with the male world of Hollywood playboys (including Walsh’s playmates, “Jack” Barry-more and Errol Flynn). He saw that Wayne could be processed to fit this fictive world. Marion Morrison had come out of nowhere and, as John Wayne, was riding into Never-Never Land.
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RAOUL WALSH

BY THE 1950S, John Ford was saying that he “discovered” John Wayne. It is not the only achievement of Raoul Walsh, his fellow director at Fox, that Ford tried to appropriate. Ford claimed to have been a cowboy on his way out West before he reached Hollywood; but Walsh had in fact ridden herds in Mexico. Ford, who idolized D. W. Griffith, claimed to have acted (behind a Klan mask) in The Birth of a Nation; Walsh played John Wilkes Booth in that movie, with his face fully exposed. Ford boasted that he knew authentic heroes and bad men from the Old West (he, like many, had talked with Wyatt Earp in the latter’s Hollywood days). But Walsh, for a Griffith production, had gone to negotiate with and film Pancho Villa during the Mexican Revolution.1

Harry Carey, Jr., thinks “Walsh was the kind of guy Ford admired”—a “man’s man,” a wit and practical joker, a heterosexual swashbuckler. “He showed up on the set every day with a gorgeous blonde,” says Carey, who acted in Walsh’s Pursued (1947).2 “While the scene was being filmed, Walsh would casually roll his own little cigarettes from a Bull Durham bag.” After he lost one eye in 1929, Walsh made even his eye patch a mark of distinction. Ford, who never lost an eye but whose eyes had a great sensitivity to light, wore dark glasses early in his career, but later adopted an eye patch, which he used to great dramatic effect—flipping it up to look at things close at hand, flipping it down when he wanted to see no more of someone. Carey says he was “mysterious with the patch—he loved that patch.”3

Walsh was eight years Ford’s senior, old enough to join Griffith at his peak. But by the twenties both men were making films at the same studio—Ford often did “homey” subjects as well as Westerns, while Walsh tended more to big action features (war films, Westerns, exotic tales like the Doug Fairbanks [Senior] Thief of Bagdad in 1924). Ford filmed some second-unit scenes for Walsh’s 1926 war hit, What Price Glory?4

Both men paid more attention to their actors than to their actresses, but they had different ideals of male beauty. Ford, especially in the 1920s, favored brawny types, like George O’Brien, a weightlifter who posed for muscular nude shots. Ford often stripped O’Brien’s shirt away at the climax of the action. The fight that ends The Iron Horse is a good example. He also took off the young Victor McLaglen’s shirt (The Black Watch, The Lost Patrol). When Ford used some USC football players for the 1929 movie Salute, he focused on the beefy Ward Bond, not the still-willowy Marion Morrison. Harry Carey (Senior) and Joe Harris, who had worked with Ford in his silent days, speculated about the “crushes” he formed for various beefcakes.5 Ford even took George O’Brien with him on a South Sea island cruise, giving him the ticket he had bought for his wife—much to that wife’s disgust.6 This sudden decision—it was made the day before the scheduled departure—reflected Ford’s panic whenever he had to leave an enclave of male control (his own set, his own boat, his club, the Navy, the veterans’ retreat house he founded). Those were the times when he drank heavily.

Walsh, by contrast, liked the “Latin” male sometimes ridiculed in the twenties as a “lounge lizard,” the Valentino type. He wrote the first “Cisco Kid” movie in 1929, and cast himself as the hero—he thought of himself as “Latin” because his mother had some Spanish blood.7 He redeemed the denigrative term for a Mexican in his movie Greaser (1915). When he directed Douglas Fairbanks in The Thief of Bagdad, he made the leading man’s performance one long ballet of lifted arms and slow turns, though Fairbanks in other films (e.g., The Mark of Zorro) went bounding around like an India-Rubber Man. Walsh cast his brother George in a number of films meant to give him a “Doug Fairbanks image.”8

Walsh’s most popular film of the late twenties, What Price Glory?, was built on the contrast of two male types in the Marines—the toughie against the smoothie, “Flagg” against “Quirt.”9 This was typical of Walsh’s films.10

The male-female relationship was less interesting than the contrast in styles of the male wooers. That is why Flagg and Quirt go from woman to woman in their competitive relationship, maintaining the contest while its objects shift and disappear. The male contrast Walsh worked with was not always of brawn against brains. Sometimes it was a clash of the “natural” man with “the sophisticate.” That is what Walsh had in mind for his Wayne character in The Big Trail. Wayne plays a scout, a person attuned to nature, who competes for the woman (Marguerite Churchill) with a slick but crooked gambler (Ian Keith). But in this saga of a wagon train going to Oregon, a larger social scene had to be suggested. As in his war films, Walsh created a range of contrasting male types (earthy sidekick, henpecked husband, stoical father, etc.) but with the emphasis on three towering figures—the scout, the gambler, and a huge villainous “bull whacker” (leader of the bull-drawn wagons).
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