
S
eventy years ago, as he 
prepared to retire from 
the U.S. Army, Capt. 
Nathan Brittles agreed 

to lead one last mission to stop 
a pending Indian attack in 
Monument Valley, along the 
Arizona-Utah border.

Wait. The Army wasn’t still 
fighting 
Indians 
in 1949. 
Except 
on the 
silver 
screen.

That’s 
exactly 
where 
Capt. 

Brittles – aka, John Wayne – 
was conducting his mission 
against Cheyenne, Arapaho 
and Kiowa warriors. Wayne is 
the star of  “She Wore a Yellow 
Ribbon,” the John Ford-direct-
ed classic released in October 
of  1949.

The film was the second of  
three Ford movies, all starring 
John Wayne and all filmed at 
least partly in southeastern 
Utah, that became known as 
Ford’s cavalry trilogy. The 
other two were “Fort Apache,” 
co-starring Henry Fonda 
and Shirley Temple, released 
in 1948; and “Rio Grande,” 
from 1950, featuring Maureen 
O’Hara.

Although his films depict 
fictional characters and events, 
military historian Jeffrey C. 
Prater has argued that “John 
Ford’s cavalry trilogy does 
accurately portray the frontier 
army in the West of  the 1870s. 
Without apology, John Ford 
printed his own cavalry legend 
that brooks no rival.”

Prater is a retired U.S. Air 
Force lieutenant colonel who 
now lives in Sheridan, Wyo-
ming, where he has a historical 
consulting business. He ana-
lyzed the three films of  the tril-
ogy in 1989 as a master’s thesis 
for the U.S. Army Command 
and General Staff  College.

Prater’s analysis, and those 
of  others, indicates that Ford’s 
cavalry trilogy, and his use of  
the landscapes of  the South-
west, are themselves now part 
of  our history.

Ford, who was born John 
Feeney Jr. in Maine in 1895, 
became a successful movie 
director beginning in the 
silent-film era.

He won four Oscars for best 
director during his long career, 
but none for his cavalry trilogy. 
“She Wore a Yellow Ribbon” 
won an Oscar for best color 
cinematography.

Ford was also strongly patri-
otic. He served as a lieutenant 
commander in the Naval 
Reserve starting in 1934, then 
as a documentary filmmaker 
for the military during World 
War II.

His documentaries about 
the attack on Pearl Harbor 
and the Battle of  Midway won 
Academy Awards, and he was 
awarded a Purple Heart for 
shrapnel injuries he received 
while filming at Midway.

After the war, Ford wanted 
to direct movies that featured 
the common soldier, but he 
believed that public fatigue 
over World War II required his 
movies to be set in a different 
time.

And he knew the perfect 
location for these films: Monu-
ment Valley.

“His love affair with Monu-
ment Valley created another 
myth of  the frontier,” Prater 
wrote. “Striking buttes and 
table-top mesas came to repre-
sent the West of  the imagina-
tion.”

Ford directed his first movie 
in Monument Valley before the 
war. “Stagecoach,” released 
in 1939, launched John Wayne 
from B-movie cowboy actor to 
A-level Hollywood star.

Ford wasn’t the first direc-
tor to use Monument Valley 
as a backdrop. But, acting on 
Harry Goulding’s advice, Ford 
decided to make “Stagecoach” 
there. Goulding was the owner 
of  Goulding’s Trading Post on 
the Navajo Reservation. He was 
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John Ford, Monument Valley 
helped define Western mythology

friends with many Navajos and 
introduced Ford to them.

Ford developed long-term 
friendships with a number of  
Navajos, and he hired many 
more as extras in his films, 
in which they represented 
members of  a variety of  Indian 
tribes.

With Ford and other di-
rectors, local Navajos played 
everything from Apache, Chey-
enne and Kiowa Indians to 
Mexican Federales. Sometimes 
they even wore Army uniforms 
to be cavalry troopers. Only 
rarely did they get cast as their 
own people, such as Navajo 
scouts in “Rio Grande.”

Likewise, Monument Valley 
and its surroundings had to 
stand in for various locations 
in the West. In “Stagecoach” 
it was southern Arizona and 
New Mexico. In “Fort Apache,” 
Monument Valley represents 
the region near the Army’s 
real Fort Apache, in east-cen-
tral Arizona.

For “She Wore a Yellow 
Ribbon,” however, the exact 
location of  the fictional Fort 
Starke is unclear. Based on a 
number of  clues in the movie 
and events that it depicts – 
supposedly in the immediate 
aftermath of the 1876 Custer 
debacle – Prater suggests Fort 
Laramie in Wyoming as a plau-

sible model for Fort Starke.
As for the third film in the 

trilogy, “Rio Grande,” the 
action depicted appears based 
on events that actually oc-
curred near Fort Clark, on the 
Texas-New Mexico border, and 
in Mexico.

Most of  the outdoor filming 
on “Rio Grande” was conduct-
ed near Moab, Utah, rather 
than in Monument Valley.

Although his depictions of  
Indians wouldn’t pass muster 
today, Ford displayed sensi-
tivity to Natives and a nuance 
about them that few other 
directors of  the time could 
match, Prater said.

In the first two films of  the 
trilogy, John Wayne’s char-
acter is friends with Indian 
leaders and attempts to work 
with them to prevent violence. 
But he remains a loyal soldier, 
and he carries out questionable 
orders even when he disagrees.

Ford’s last Western film, 
“Cheyenne Autumn,” is an ele-
gy for Indians in their disputes 
with the U.S. government.

Ford’s had great supporting 
actors he used in many of his 
movies. Cowboy stuntman Ben 
Johnson and Hollywood native 
Harry Carey Jr. had roles in 
“She Wore a Yellow Ribbon” 
and “Rio Grande.” Pugna-
cious Scottish actor Victor 
McLaglen played a humorous, 
hard-drinking, hard-fighting 
sergeant in all three trilogy 
films.

Additionally, Ford made 
a significant effort to depict 
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An iconic view of Monument Valley as it appears today.
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Ford acknowledged that he tried to copy some of Frederic Remington’s 
style in “She Wore a Yellow Ribbon.” Remington painted “A Cavalry Charge 
on the Southern Plains” in 1907.

the 1870s frontier Army as 
accurately as possible. Prater 
examined the uniforms, horse 
tack and weapons used in the 
films in great detail, and found 
them generally appropriate for 
the period. However, Ford often 
used uniforms or weapons that 
weren’t exactly correct for the 
ostensible dates depicted in the 
films.

Bugle calls used in the films 
are almost universally cor-
rect for the time and action 
depicted, according to Prater. 
And many of the songs in the 
movies, including “She Wore 
a Yellow Ribbon,” were tunes 
that were popular in the 1870s 
and sometimes were sung by 
cavalry troops while marching.

Ford was also a fan of  West-
ern artists Charles Russell and 
Frederic Remington. When 
discussing “She Wore a Yellow 
Ribbon,” he once said, “I tried 
to copy the Remington style 
there – you can’t copy him 
one hundred percent – but at 
least I tried to get in his colour 
and movement, and I think I 
succeeded partly.”

In his attempt to capture that 
style, “She Wore a Yellow Rib-
bon” was the only movie of  his 
cavalry trilogy filmed in color.

One of  Ford’s most import-
ant accomplishments was to 
provide a realistic depiction of  
day-to-day life at frontier Army 
posts – from tedious drills on 
horseback and daily chores, to 
post dances and other celebra-
tions, Prater said.

For Capt. Nathan Brittles, 
the prospect of  life not on such 
an Army post is as fearsome 
as any Indian attack. So, when 
he rides off  into the sunset-col-
ored Monument Valley in 
civilian clothes, Ford makes it 
one of  the most poignant mo-
ments of  the film. Fortunately 
for Brittles and movie fans, the 
story doesn’t end there.

■

Sources: “John Ford’s Cav-
alry Trilogy: Myth or Reality?” 
by Jeffrey C. Prater; telephone 
interview with Jeffrey C. Prater; 
“Where God Put the West: A 
Moab-Monument Valley Movie 
History,” by Bette L. Stanton; 
movies “Fort Apache,” “She 
Wore a Yellow Ribbon” and 
“Rio Grande”; www.imdb.com.

Bob Silbernagel’s email is 
bobsilbernagel@gmail.com. 

Promotional poster for “She Wore 
a Yellow Ribbon,” the second of 
Ford’s three back-to-back cavalry 
films.

Director John Ford as he 
appeared shortly before 
he began work on his 
three films that became 
known as his Cavalry 
Trilogy.
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