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characters. The Western was at root an expression of white culture justi-
fying its expansion, and Ford largely participated in that expression, some-
times by choice, at others by default. On the other hand, as I have already
suggested, Ford (in conjunction with his collaborators) did struggle in
some measure to modify the terms of this terrible white discourse on
Native Americans, and the nature of that struggle deserves some further
consideration.

It is probably true, as Ford indicated, that he felt profoundly sympa-
thetic with Native Americans and that such sympathy grew out of his
Irish background. At the same time, he accepted the myth of Manifest
Destiny with fervor: “Perhaps it’s my Irish atavism, my sense of reality, of
the beauty of clans, in contrast to the modern world, the masses, the
collective irresponsibility. Who better than an Irishman could understand
the Indians, while still being stirred by the tales of the U.S. Cavalry? We
were on both sides of the epic” (Gallagher 341). With the frontier con-
flict so doubly coded for Ford, it would not be surprising to see his atti-
tudes shift over time in response to changing political climates.

I have already suggested that there is some development in Ford’s
treatment of Native Americans. In Stagecoach, Geronimo and his band
are presented as little more than an ominous external threat to the mot-
ley social group traveling together. Drums Along the Mohawk does only a
little to expand on that minimal treatment; the Mohawks, in league with
the British, pose the principal physical threat to the colonists, but the
film provides no explanation of their lives beyond the raids to indicate
why they have forged an alliance with one group of whites to fight an-
other. Likewise, the “good” Indian, Blue Back, is not explained either,
and the audience is left merely with the formulation that there were good
Indians who sided with the colonists and bad ones who resisted.’

But if the early treatment of Native Americans in Fords Westerns
had been perfunctory and negative, the films from the end of the 1940s
brought something of a change. As Darby argues (97), in Fort Apache
Cochise is presented as a highly individualized and principled leader who
is dedicated to prevent the degradation of his people at the hands of the
corrupt Indian agent, Meacham, and the plot places him in direct oppo-
sition to the ambitious and foolish Colonel Thursday.

Some of the patterns of Fort Apache remain in She Wore a Yellow
Ribbon; the Indians are being stirred up and corrupted by an unscrupu-
lous agent, but they are presented as more angry and militant in the sec-
ond film, and their leader, Pony That Walks, is doubly debilitated by
whiskey and white religion—a figure who entirely lacks the charisma of
Cochise in the previous film.
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Figure 5.3. The Euro-centered narration of Cheyenne Autumn focuses on Deborah
Wright (Carroll Baker). Courtesy of the Museum of Modern Art/Film Stills Archive.

In Wagonmaster, the band of Navajos encountered by the Mormon
train are endowed with considerable dignity and restraint. The Indians
are basically friendly (which is to say that they accept the presence of
white settlers in their land without rancor or resistance), and they invite
the Mormon group to join them in a dance that parallels the dance the
settlers had held earlier. Although the Mormon women are obviously beset
by sexual fears of the Navajos and remain apart from the dancers, the
violence which erupts is white violence: one of the Clegg sons attacks a
Navajo woman. Yet the Indian group, perhaps improbably, do not insist
on exacting their own justice; they accept the whipping ordered by the
Mormon leader as sufficient punishment, proving to be at least as civil
and humane as the group of settlers, and far less predatory than the Cleggs.

Ford’s portrait of Indians turns increasingly negative again in Rio
Grande. Natchez and his band return to being the faceless, ill-defined
threat of Stagecoach, and there will be no portrait of an Indian leader
comparable to Fort Apache’s Cochise until Cheyenne Autumn. On the
other hand, Ford does make his white society and white heroes increas-
ingly racist and bloodthirsty in The Searchers, Sergeant Rutledge, Two
Rode Together, and Cheyenne Autumn.

It is probable that these changes are reflective of changes in Ford,
revealing in some measure a harsh attitude toward cultural enemies in
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the climate of 1939, just before World War II, followed by the decay of an
initially generous postwar optimism into cynical Cold War pessimism.®
The portrait of an increasingly racist American society provided by films
of the 1950s and 1960s, of course, develops in the context of a growing
general awareness of an American tradition of racism—an awareness that
was engendered by the developing civil-rights movement. It is difficult
not to think that all of these changes would have had significant impact
on Ford’s delicately balanced ambivalence about the role of Native Ameri-
cans in the history of the West.

Undoubtedly Ford’s collaborators affected the portraits drawn in these
pictures as well. James Warner Bellah, who wrote the short stories on
which the calvary trilogy was based, was a political conservative whose
fiction was described by Dan Ford as heavy on rape and racism (214).
The script of Fort Apache (along with Wagonmaster, The Searchers, and
Two Rode Together), however, was written by Ford and Frank Nugent, a
liberal half-Irish, half-Jewish son of an immigrant family. On the other
hand, Bellah collaborated on the script of She Wore a Yellow Ribbon,
along with Lawrence Stallings, a graduate of Annapolis and an injured
Marine veteran of World War 1. Rio Grande was adapted from Bellahs
story by James McGuinness, a conservative friend of Ford and John Wayne
(Ford 214-233). All these collaborators doubtless affected the ways in
which Native Americans were presented in the films they wrote, but Ford
did, of course, ultimately have the opportunity to choose his scriptwriters,
and thus those choices may also have been influenced by the political
drifts of the times.

But the impact of the written script on the final shape of any Ford
film is itself problematic. Nugent said that the films were always Ford’s
far more than his scriptwriters’. He said that Ford complimented his work
on Wagonmaster by saying, “I liked your script. In fact, I actually shot a
few pages of it” (Gallagher 465). The result of Ford’s improvisation is that
important mannerisms and motifs come out again and again in Ford’s
Westerns.

One of the most persistent of those patterns in Ford’s treatment of
Native Americans is his repeated suggestion of certain kinds of physical
violence that he refuses to show. Fictionally, the evidence of these acts of
violence is typically supposed to be kept from the delicate perceptions of
white women characters in the film, but, in fact, Ford does not choose to
reveal to the audience the bodies of those who are supposed to have died
so horrifically either.

In Fort Apache, Colonel Thursday is appalled that his daughter should
have had to see the bodies of the dead soldiers that she and Michael
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O'Rourke encountered on their unauthorized ride into the desert, but
the bodies are not shown to the audience. I have already discussed the
handling of Ethan’s discovery of Martha’s body in The Searchers. Ford
treats the discovery of Lucy’s body similarly; the discovery is not shown,
only narrated later. A similar treatment is accorded the apparently muti-
lated body of Chris Hubble in Sergeant Rutledge.

In all of these cases, the suggestion that these scenes are too horrible
to be shown is very powerful; in effect, Ford invokes the conscious and
unconscious fears of the audience to describe the nature of the Indian
threat. And this operation of white racial fear is itself explored overtly on
several occasions in Ford’s westerns.

One such occasion occurs in Drums Along the Mohawk on the evening
when Gilbert and Lana first arrive at his frontier cabin. Lana sits before
the fireplace as Gil has gone out to stable the mare. She hears a noise
from behind her and she turns toward the door. The following reverse
angle shot reveals an Indian carrying a rifle standing in the doorway, ac-
companied on the soundtrack by a clap of thunder. Lana screams in ter-
ror, and ends up a few shots later in the scene cowering on the floor
against the wall as Blue Back’s shadow falls over her.

The audience discovers belatedly, along with Lana, that Blue Back is
Gil’s friend, and that he is there to deliver half a deer for their larder; but
Ford withholds prior information about Blue Back’s identity and intent
from the audience in order to evoke the same sort of fears in the audi-
ence that Lana experiences.

Ford handles a scene early in Sergeant Rutledge in a similar manner.
Mary Cantrell has been left alone at an isolated railway station at night,
and she discovers the stationmaster dead with an arrow in his chest. She
runs out of the station and directly into the grasp of a black man who
turns out to be Rutledge. At that point she does not know who he is, and
although the audience has already seen Rutledge in the story’s frame,
they do not know exactly what to expect from him at this moment either.

In a cutaway shot back to the courtroom, Mary describes Rutledge’s
appearance: “It was as though he’d sprung up at me out of the earth.”
Ford underscores the import of her remark by having it modified slightly
by the racist prosecutor, who intones: “And that man who sprang at you
from the darkness like something from a nightmare, is he here in this
court?” These images of terror may have less connection with the facts of
history than with the nature of the white American mind, but particularly
in Sergeant Rutledge, Ford suggests that they may have significant his-
torical consequences all the same.

In both of these sequences, Ford reveals the power of irrational ra-
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cial and sexual fear by representing it in a character on screen, by simul-
taneously making the audience experience the same fear themselves, and
finally by revealing that fear to be grossly mistaken. In both cases, Ford
shows how graphically and powerfully racist fears fill in the undefined
spaces in an ambiguous situation, creating a sense of danger where there
may be none, creating a perceived enemy out of a potential friend.

There is a definite drift in Ford’s films in this regard; from the simple
realization that Lana is embarrassingly—but rather innocently—wrong
in Drums Along the Mohawk, Fords films lead to the darker and darker
sense that such fears, expressed so strongly by the families of the missing
children in Two Rode Together and so irrationally by the residents of Dodge
City in Cheyenne Autumn, were the source of much of the worst violence
on the frontier. Increasingly, Ford suggests that his white society does not
really see his Indians, but rather, out of its fear and inadequacy, that soci-
ety projects images of violent savages upon Native Americans, whom they
can then feel justified in killing.

One might make a final observation about Ford’s portrayal of Native
Americans by returning again to the scene of Mary Cantrell’s first en-
counter with Sergeant Rutledge. The scene is particularly interesting for
the way in which it conflates racial fears of blacks and Native Ameri-
cans—in flight from one feared ethnic minority, Mary encounters an-
other. And Maltby points out that if Woody Strode is not a raping,
murdering savage as Rutledge, he is indeed the raping, murdering savage
as Stone Calf in Two Rode Together (45).

Some of this conflation may be at work in all Westerns, where the
presence of Native Americans on the frontier provides a symbolic space
for a restating and reworking of racial fears after the issue of Southern
slavery had been settled by the Civil War, as well as a socially acceptable
cinematic signifier for racism when blackface performers became unac-
ceptable: “The violent controversy generated by The Birth of a Nation
inhibited Hollywood’s use of blackface as a dramatic, rather than a comic,
device. In this arena of malleable signifiers, the threat of the sexual Other
migrated elsewhere, among other places, to its dormant position in the
Western, where it is several times disguised” (Maltby 48).

The Western’s period of greatest vitality came in the late 1940s and
1950s, at about the time that returning black war veterans began a re-
newed drive to gain their civil rights. Maltby’s argument may well suggest
a connection, inasmuch as he suggests that the Western developed a vi-
sion that validated and justified racial separation.

But Maltby’s account finally ignores, it seems to me, the changes in
Ford’s later representations of Native Americans. In his essay on
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Sergeant Rutledge, Frank Manchel carefully explores ways in which the
national debate over race may have been changing Ford’s thinking. Still,
I am less sure than Manchel that those changes were sufficient to justify
the films and the Western form.

Perhaps Maltby is right to argue that “only so long as the Indian re-
mained disguised as an empty signifier could the Western’s narrative func-
tion in its contained generic self-consciousness. Contesting the Westerner’s
claim to the ascription of self, Other and national identity simply made
the story of the heroic repression of savagery untellable” (49). But Maltby
does not consider how Fords later films helped strip away the disguise,
eventually helping to make the tale of heroic repression untellable.

In this sense, Ford’s later Westerns helped to kill the very form he is
usually credited with bringing to prominence. That may be a good thing,
for Ford never could quite rescue his own work from the racist social
discourse in which it was enmeshed. But, if we are never able in West-
erns to see Native Americans as they saw themselves, Ford’s late films
can at least serve to remind us that there are real Indians down there
somewhere, hidden among the rocks of our imagined history.

Notes

1. John O’Connor has also provided a detailed account of studio efforts to
downplay or change the historical elements of the novel and to foreground the
personal drama of Gil and Lana Martin (played by Henry Fonda and Claudette
Colbert) in an excellent essay on the film in American History/American Film.
{See also his essay “The White Man’s Indian” elsewhere in this volume.)

2. Interestingly, Ford did use perhaps the most famous Native American ac-
tor of his day, Will Rogers, in other films, albeit not to signify the Native American
experience. Peter Rollins discusses these films in an essay on Steamboat ‘Round
the Bend in American History/American Film and in a documentary film, Will
Rogers’ 1920%: A Cowboy’s Guide to the Times (Churchill Films 1976).

3. There is a very funny scene in Tony Hillerman’s novel Sacred Clowns in
which one of his characters, Jim Chee, goes to a drive-in screening of Cheyenne
Autumn attended by a large Navajo audience. The Navajo, who understand the
often irreverent and dramatically irrelevant dialog, treat these portions of the film
as an elaborate joke played on the white establishment which denies them genu-
ine images of themselves (140-144).

4. Frank Manchel and Robert Baird both explore this idea with regard to
other films and other directors in their essays in this volume.

5. In fact, the last shot we see of Blue Back is a curiously ambiguous one.
After the climactic battle at the fort, the colonists are gathered in the church and
someone inquires about the fate of Caldwell, the Tory agent who had been lead-
ing the Mohawks against the colonists. By way of answer, Blue Back appears in



The Representation of Conquest / 89

the pulpit wearing Caldwell’s eyepatch, implying that he has killed the Tory. But
in the context of traditional Hollywood iconography about the eighteenth cen-
tury, eyepatches like Caldwell’s normally signify evil intent (often piracy), and Blue
Back takes on a more menacing appearance than he had since his initial frighten-
ing appearance to Lana. Andrew Sinclair is quite wrong to see the eye patch as a
joking reference to Ford’s own; at this point in his life, Ford was not yet wearing
one.

6. Richard Slotkin, in Gunfighter Nation, argues that Rio Grande is particu-
larly reflective of the impending Korean crisis (347-363); I make a similar argu-
ment in “Printing the Legend in the Age of MX: Reconsidering Ford’s Military
Trilogy.”

7. Although he would probably find the connection arbitrary or strained, I
am indebted to Leland Poague for his argument on the centrality of the issue of
sight in Ford's Westerns.
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Cultural Confusion
Broken Arrow (1950)

For many people, Hollywood’s depiction of Native Americans in the
Western film provides a moral gauge not only for the history of our na-
tion but also for the film industry.! Nowhere is this more evident than in
the movies about the taming of the wilderness, where our modern
mythmakers recount the fate of Native Americans, lumped all together,
who stood in the way of Manifest Destiny.

Central to any revisionist approach is an awareness that the conflicts
between Euro-Americans and Native Americans over the settling of the
West began during the days of Columbus and not in the 1800s. For more
than four hundred years, the two vastly different cultures engaged in a
violent conflict that was predicated on radically different perceptions of
the earth both wanted. As Haffner and Lusitania’s television series The
Real West points out, Native Americans never conceived of land in terms
of ownership. They viewed it as “part of their family.” Euro-Americans,
on the other hand, “saw the continent as empty; by their perception, there
were no cities or towns, no fences—the Indians were just another ob-
stacle to be overcome in obtaining the land.” This immense cultural dis-
juncture between whites and Indians established a formidable conceptual
chasm that exists to the present.

Film scholars take different approaches to the theme of Native Ameri-
cans in film. Their initial historical research highlighted how Hollywood
stereotyped, distorted, misrepresented, and patronized the American
Indian. Often obscured were the roots of the conceptual conflict between
the two cultures. Almost never did anyone raise the issue of why whites
insisted on viewing the West as a wilderness that needed taming, or why
it was to the white man’s advantage to depict Native Americans as roman-
ticized opponents who fiercely fought against our mass migration west-
ward.?

At the end of the 1960s, a new generation of scholars avoided value
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judgments on the positive or negative depiction of American Indians and
downplayed the film industrys historical, cultural, and political distor-
tions. Their approach was to scrutinize the filmmakers responsible for
the production of the formulaic conventions that embody the ethics and
immorality of mainstream America (Aleiss, “Hollywood’s Ideal” 54). Fair
enough, but such scholarship sometimes minimizes the possibilities that
integration, assimilation, and brotherhood were Euro-American ideas that
euphemistically relieved whites of making legitimate concessions to Na-
tive American desires, rights, and values.

This essay examines one film, Broken Arrow (1950), to illustrate the
critical differences between perception and reality. It explores the rela-
tionship between movies and society in an historical context. One useful
way to make the comparison is suggested by Pierre Sorlin.3 He identifies
four criteria in selecting a film for historical analysis: “the originality of
the film, its relationship to current events, its favourable reception by the
public and the fact of its being produced and distributed during a time of
crisis”(19). That is, by taking a commercial film that meets his criteria,
one can recognize how it may serve to influence public opinion at a par-
ticular period in history and gauge how it holds up over time.

Few Westerns illustrate Sorlin’s prerequisites more completely than
Twentieth Century-Fox’s production Broken Arrow.* Made in 1949 and
released a year later, it came during crises both in America and in Holly-
wood. As the nation struggled with the problems of the Cold War, the
resurgence of the Red Scare, urban blight, and social injustice, the film
industry reeled from the breakup of the studio system, the advent of tele-
vision, costly labor strikes, divisive blacklisting practices, and the “inva-
sion” of foreign films into America’s movie theaters. Hollywood resorted
to many new approaches to break out of its box-office slump, including
ones that would not antagonize audiences confused by conflicting de-
mands for cultural diversity (Native Americans should be recognized for
their ethnic heritage) versus assimilation (African Americans should be
integrated into white society).

The relationship of Broken Arrow to these issues, especially in its
groundbreaking efforts to promote tolerance and racial equality, is dis-
cussed in the major commentaries on the film. It is worth noting that,
when the film appeared, almost a quarter of all Hollywood movies made
up to that time had been Westerns,” and that the film Broken Arrow was
one of the first movie Westerns to be adapted into a television series.® By
the start of the 1960s, at least twenty Western shows were shown each
week in prime time on television.”

Knowing about Broken Arrow’s popularity with audiences and critics
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permits us to turn to the issues of content and reception. One important
caveat is needed. I do not find historical inaccuracies irrelevant in films,
especially ones that claim to be true accounts of events or personalities.
Although we need to understand that some errors are less pertinent than
others, what could be more foolish than to ignore how the creators of
Patton, Malcolm X, JFK, or Schindler’s List treated the accepted accounts
of the events depicted in their biographical interpretations? If such works
are truly influencing our national memories—and I think they are—then
we need to appreciate what perspective is being presented and why.

Consider the book—film issue in Broken Arrow. Elliot Arnold’s 1947
novel Blood Brother covers the years from 1855, when Euro-Americans
settled in Arizona, to 1874, the year Cochise died.® The issue, for me, is
not that the filmmakers—studio head Darryl F. Zanuck, producer Julian
Blaustein, director Delmer Daves, and screenwriter Michael Blankfort—
omitted half the novel and focused basically on the relationship between
Tom Jeffords and Cochise. What is important is how that relationship is
treated, and what historical inaccuracies do to the film’s approach.

Far more vital for this essay is the fact that the filmmakers and
their marketing experts made a concerted effort to depict accurately the
life- style of the Apaches and the thinking of Euro-Americans during the
post-Civil War era in the Arizona territory (Aleiss, “Hollywood’s Ideal”
29). Our concern, therefore, is with what this film tells us about the
Chiricahua Apache culture. How does Daves treat Cochise, Geronimo, Euro-
American settlers, the prospects for peace between the two cultures,
and the role of the U.S. government and the military during the Indian
Wars?

Because other commentators have pointed to the movie’s many
flaws—for example, Native Americans speaking English, a romanticized
Indian culture, and whites taking Indian roles—this essay explores sev-
eral key scenes dealing with Indian/white relations and the issue of peace
between the Chiricahua Apache and the U.S. government. The intent is to
compare what the film states and shows with omitted historical realities.

Broken Arrow begins with a long take of a parched Arizona land-
scape; the voice-over narrator, Tom Jeffords (James Stewart), tells us:

This is the story of the land, of the people who lived on it in the year
1870, and of a man whose name was Cochise. He was an Indian,
leader of the Chiricahua Apache tribe. I was involved in the story,
and what I have to tell happened exactly as you will see it. The only
change will be that when the Apaches speak, they will speak in our
language. What took place is part of the history of Arizona. And it
began for me here, where you see me riding. Since getting out of the
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Figure 6.1. Tom Jeffords (James Stewart), the ex-Civil War trooper, parlays with
Chiricahua Apache chief Cochise (Jeff Chandler) in an effort to bring peace to
the Arizona territory in 1870.

Union army, I've been prospecting for gold off and on. One day I got
a message that a new colonel had come to Tucson and wanted to see
me.

Let’s stop to consider both image and narration. The focus on the “land”
is perfect: the history of white/Native American relations is tied to land
ownership. But two interesting omissions result from the choice of the
date, 1870. First, it allows the filmmakers to skip over the inconvenient
fact that the Chiricahua Apaches had been fighting for more than sixty
years with Spaniards, Mexicans, and Euro-Americans.® Equally impor-
tant, this introduction makes Jeffords’s traveling alone, at this point in
American history, somewhat artificial, mainly because government poli-
cies encouraging the slaughter of the buftalo, allowing unlawful prospec-
tors to mine for gold and silver on Indian reservations, and giving away
“free” land to white settlers had started the nation’s greatest westward
migration. Second, in claiming that Cochise was “the” leader of the
Chiricahua Apaches, Broken Arrow suggests that the tribal government
functions in much the same way the U.S. government operates. One leader
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can speak for the entire group. Cochise could not and did not. A council
representing each of the tribes in the nation had to decide what the col-
lected tribes would do.X

In suggesting the reason Jeffords has come to Arizona—"prospect-
ing for gold”—we are given very important information about the moti-
vations of the whites. It is crucial to how we see the film to realize that
Jeffords does not mention that he is prospecting in the “off limits” area of
the lower Salt and Middle Gila river basins belonging to the Chiricahua
Apaches, that there have been a number of frontier gold strikes since
1849, or that a treaty had been signed in 1867, tricking Native Americans
on the Southern Plains into relinquishing important buffalo grazing lands
and coming under the protection of the U.S. government." It was largely
due to the failure of Washington to honor its treaty obligations and to
protect the “new” territorial rights of the Indians that the scope and the
intensity of the Apache Wars increased.

It is also not trivial that Jeffords mentions that a “new colonel” had
arrived in Tucson. The comments raise important questions about the
military’s intentions, and why Tucson, the territorial center then attract-
ing hordes of prospectors and located along the route of the newly com-
pleted transcontinental railroad, is selected for the film’s major white
settlement.’? We should not overlook the fact that it is at this stage in
American Indian warfare that General Philip Sheridan, commander of
the military forces in the West, issued his infamous comment, “The only
good Indian I ever saw was a dead one.” As for Tucson, it is not enough
that this was the setting in the novel, or that this is where Jetfords worked.
Just who is opposing the Chiricahua Apaches?

Jeffords’s voice-over narration tells us, “The story started when I saw
some buzzards circling in the sky. Buzzard is a smart bird. Something . ..
or somebody was getting ready to die. I figured it was a hurt deer, or a
rabbit, or a snake. Not a rabbit, not a deer. His kind was more dangerous
than a snake. He was an Apache. For ten years we’d been in a savage war
with his people, a bloody no-give, no-take war.” Compare that statement
with the acts of omission already noted, and you can see the Euro-Ameri-
can perspective being developed. By arguing that the hostilities are only
a decade old, and that neither side is more reprehensible than the other,
Daves’s narrative confuses and obscures the major issues between the
two cultures.

As the film story begins, we learn that the Apache is a fourteen-year-
old Chiricahua boy who is on his “novice time,” the period when adoles-
cents go on treks alone to learn how to survive and how to become men.
The importance of this idea is that it establishes the Apaches as a warrior
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nation. Jeffords gives the boy some water, and though the youngster tries
to kill him and is wounded in the struggle, the white man stays to tend to
the youngster’s wounds. Days later, when they are about to part as friends,
Jeffords learns that the Apache’s family must be worried about him, their
only surviving child, his brother and sister having been killed at Big Creek.
A voice-over narration teils us that Jeffords is stunned by the news that
Indian mothers cry for their children. “Whites,” he tells us, “had always
considered Apaches like wild animals.”

At this point, a band of five Apache warriors find the missing youth.
Though they want to kill Jeffords, they do not because the boy intercedes
for him. The voice-over narrator tells us that he learned something else
that day, that Apaches were men of honor. The plot now moves into one
of the major themes of the movie: the parallel misconceptions that whites
and Indians have about each other. For example, Daves stresses that the
boy’s father is upset that his son has become a “tame Apache.” (In a later
scene, a white father will justify his hatred of the Apaches because of the
death of his wife and the near-killing of his son.) The Indians are curious
that Jeffords did not kill the boy, inasmuch as white men pay money for
Indian scalps, and say, “It is the way of all whites.” Jeffords replies that it
is not his way. He explains that he is not like other white men; he does not
kill for scalps, and neither do the Apaches.

Again, it is interesting what the film states about the Indian Wars.
The scalp issue is an extraordinary reference, inasmuch as it reminds us
not only that during much of the eighteenth and early nineteenth cen-
tury, the Mexican government encouraged people to scalp Indians, but
also that the intense hatred that Cochise and Geronimo had for Mexicans
could be traced back to an 1850 Mexican raid on an Apache village, where
Geronimo’s mother, wife, and three children were killed and scalped.’®

The most outrageous distortion, however, occurs when Jeffords ex-
plains to the Apaches that he is looking for gold and silver. Daves has the
Indians puzzled about the white man’s words. They do not understand
about gold and silver. Keep in mind that this is 1870, and for more than
twenty years the U.S. government had been following a deceptive policy,
making treaties with Native Americans to clear the way for further west-
ward migration and protecting prospectors who had illegally established
claims on Indian lands. At the core of much of the trouble between the
whites and the Indians was the way in which they understood the signifi-
cance of treaties. As Hyatt and Terkin’s television program Time Machine:
Savagery and the American Indian observes, Native Americans initially
were willing to sign treaties and share: “Their understanding of what they
were signing was different from the Euro-Americans. They felt the agree-
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ments were about sharing an open landscape; the Euro-Americans thought
of it as owning continually and fixing boundaries of property.” But as the
land became more lucrative to the goals of new administrations, Euro-
Americans “used treaties as short-term devices that could be altered or
ignored. Indians, on the other hand, were appalled at the speed with
which treaties were torn up and new negotiations required.” The cultural
confusion created by Daves’s perspective so early in the movie is the re-
sult of the filmmakers failure to establish that the war between whites
and Indians is a war in which the former are concerned with material
acquisitions and the latter are fighting for their very survival.

The remainder of the film reinforces the approach taken in these
opening moments of the movie. From time to time, we are given tidbits
about the Chiricahua Apache culture, but rarely any crucial information
about the essential meaning of the struggle between the two cultures. In
almost every instance where the reasons for the hatred and distrust be-
tween Indians and whites are raised, the explanations are simplistic, mis-
leading, and meaningless. Equally disturbing are the images of the Indians
and whites themselves.

There are many examples of cultural confusion in Broken Arrow. A
case in point is Jeffords’s first encounter with whites and his defense of
the Chiricahua Apaches. Aligned against him is a fictitious Col. Bernall
(played by Raymond Bramley), who has just been given the command of
Fort Grant, with orders to clean out Cochise and his Apaches from the
Pinalefio Mountains area. Like the screen Jeffords, he knows nothing
about Indian culture or warfare, and, as will soon become apparent, he is
totally inept at his job.

The dialog, again, is useful for suggesting the film’s cultural confu-
sion. On the one hand, most of the men stationed on the frontier were ill
equipped to deal with the Indian problem, but it is false to suggest that
the military benefited mainly from the help of white scouts like Jeffords.
It was not until the recruitment and use of Indian scouts, approved by
Congress in 1866, that men like Sherman, Sheridan, and Custer were
able to undertake successful campaigns against the Plains Indians and
especially against Geronimo. The irony of Broken Arrow is that it takes
place in 1870, the year that Indian scouts began depending on their mili-
tary status for economic and social survival (primarily because the buf-
falo were being annihilated). The reservations had become death traps,
and this was their last “legal” chance to practice their warrior lifestyles.!

Another disturbing bit of dialog takes place during Jeffords’ initial
defense of Cochise against the hatred of the whites. He reminds his an-
tagonists that Cochise did not start this war: “A snooty little lieutenant
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Figure 6.2. Because Tom Jeffords often faces death in his search for peace with
Cochise’s people, Broken Arrow misleads its audience into believing that the
military achieved its objectives because of white scouts. Courtesy of the Museumn
of Modern Art/Film Stills Archive.

fresh out of the East started it. He flew a flag of truce, which Cochise
honored. And then he hanged Cochise’s brother and five others under
the flag.” The reference to an 1861 incident with an inexperienced, young
Lt. George Bascom is fascinating. Not only does it omit the fact that
Cochise hanged hostages in a futile attempt to free his family and that no
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one is sure which hangings took place first, but also director Daves con-
veniently overlooks the fact that Cochise had been at war with Euro-
Americans soon after the government annexed all the land from the Rio
Grande to the Pacific Ocean following the Mexican-American War.

Audiences learn a lot about Broken Arrow’s understanding of history
and the Chiricahua Apaches while witnessing Jeffords” experiences in
Cochise’s camp. Instead of seeing a weak, hungry, and ravaged tribe, view-
ers see an idyllic setting, where many strong, healthy Native Americans
live peacefully and comfortably with their families. Instead of a tired and
weary Cochise, eager for peace because he understands that the whites
are too numerous and too strong for his people to overcome, audiences
see the Noble Savage, all wise and all knowing,

When the two men first talk in Cochise’s wickiup, Jeffords convinces
Cochise that there is a distinction between the U.S. Mail and military
dispatches. This is another major distortion in the film. Although it is
true that the screen Jeffords believes what he is saying, we need to re-
member that much of the government duplicity against the Indians was
based not on military dispatches but on the news sent back East by pros-
pectors, settlers, pioneers, buffalo hunters, and railroad men complain-
ing about the Indians’ obstructing progress and murdering whites. Public
opinion generated by civilians and propagandists, not the military, de-
cided the nature and course of the Indian Wars.

We turn now to the actual peace negotiations themselves. The cen-
tral figure is Gen. Oliver O. Howard, who, we are told in Broken Arrow,
has been sent by President Grant to negotiate a peace with Cochise. The
reason for Gen. Howard’s peace mission, never explained in the film, is
that on April 30, 1871, five hundred peaceful Aravaipa Apaches, who had
settled near Camp Grant for the protection promised by the U.S. govern-
ment, were massacred by vigilantes and enemy Indian scouts. Their boast-
ing of the killing created such a revulsion among Easterners that a new
government policy was instituted to protect Grant’s political image (How
the West was Lost)."®

Knowing that, notice how the dialog between Howard and Jeffords
produces a different reaction from the liberal intentions of the filmmak-
ers. Howard tells Cochise’s friend that President Grant wants peace.
Jeffords replies, “To be changed later.” “No,” is the answer. “Any treaty I
make will stand. [ have President Grant’s absolute word on that.” Jeffords
asks what Howard means by a “fair” peace. Howard replies, “Suppose
you tell me.” To which Jeffords says, “Equality. The Apaches are a free
people. They have a right to stay free on their own land.” (Clearly, this
was not the only issue. It was a question of land and culture, both of
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which were, and would be decimated by the treaty and reservation life.)
But there is more. Howard responds, somewhat irritated, “You mean the
whole Southwest?” (Why not? It’s their land!) Cochise’s friend never raises
that issue. Instead, he says, “No. Even Cochise wouldn't ask for that now.
[The operative word is “now.”] He’s a realist about that. But a clear terri-
tory that’s Apache. Ruled by Apaches. No soldiers on it. That’s what I
mean.” Howard agrees in principle, and Jeffords goes out to set up a
meeting between them and Cochise.'®

Finally, Broken Arrow comes to the actual peace treaty itself. Be-
cause Cochise cannot decide this matter by himself, he convenes the lead-
ers of the Apache nation.'” They deliberate for four days in private; then
Howard and Jeffords are brought before them to answer questions. Just
three inquiries are raised: (1) Can the Apaches still war against the Mexi-
cans? The answer is no. (2) What if the “Chief of the Whites” dies—will
the treaty still be kept? The answer: “His word is a bond on the chief who
follows him.” (3) What will happen if white men break the treaty, enter
the restricted territory, and kill Apaches? The answer is that the military
will take care of things.

The final affront is that the primary troublemaker at the peace coun-
cil is Geronimo, shown as Cochise’s contemporary and chief antagonist,
when in reality the relationship was one of deference and respect. The
trouble begins when the white men leave, and Geronimo, yet unnamed,
addresses the peace council: “I trust none of it.” He points out that in the
short time they have been discussing peace they have lost the right to
raid Mexico," and their territory has grown smaller.

The insult to history is compounded when Cochise agrees to try the
peace, while Geronimo and a handful of supporters are forced to leave
the territory. Then, the prescient Indian warrior announces to the gather-
ing that, from now on, he will be known by his Mexican name, “Geronimo.”
Keep in mind that this was the name he adopted in 1850, twenty years
earlier, when he took revenge for the massacre of his family. For the re-
mainder of Broken Arrow, one of the greatest Apache leaders is shown as
a renegade who refuses to accept peace for foolish reasons, when in fact
he honored Cochise’s word and lived on the reservation until Cochise
died on June 8, 1874.

Moreover, the film ends with no mention that Jeffords became the
only Indian agent for Cochise’s tribe and that the conditions on the
“Chiricahua” reservation were deplorable: lack of food and supplies, wide-
spread disease, malnutrition, and constant humiliation. In the end, Wash-
ington betrayed the Apaches, and there was nothing that Jeffords or
Howard could do to stop the racist policies of conquest.
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Figure 6.3. General Oliver O. Howard (Basil Ruysdael) offers Tom Jeffords a
peace proposal to be presented to Cochise. Courtesy of the Museum of Modern
Art/Film Stills Archive.

Many film historians who have discussed Broken Arrow point to its
groundbreaking role in Hollywood’s treatment of the American Indian.
This essay suggests that there is yet another perspective. Broken Arrow
did more than reflect the mood of the times. It portrayed Indian/white
relations in the old West not as they were, but as Euro-Americans wanted
them to be. The film’s treatment of the Chiricahua Apache culture mini-
mizes the importance of land to their lives; ignores the diseases, devasta-
tion, and disruption brought by Euro-Americans to Native American
society; and legitimates the treaty signed between Cochise and the U.S.
government. Its characterization of the relationship between Cochise and
Jeffords grossly distorts the experiences of both men, misrepresents their
motives for peace, and callously ignores the consequences of their tragic
treaty.

White men do not come off much better. Whatever the misconcep-
tions that Euro-Americans had of the American continent and its inhab-
itants, the pioneers and settlers who trekked westward took serious risks,
fought against great hardships, and showed enormous courage in pursuing
Manifest Destiny. They were probably too possessed by their dreams of
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Figure 6.4. Cochise, General Howard, and Tom Jeffords ofter the peace proposal
to the leaders of the Apache nation. The only voice opposing them is that of
Geronimo, who prophetically tells his people not to trust the whites. Courtesy of
the Museum of Modern Art/Film Stills Archive.

wealth and rebirth to be charitable or reasonable when it came to the
grievances of Native Americans. But to present them as primarily weak,
revengeful, and simple-minded is absurd. In a metaphor about a “wilder-
ness” filled with so much hatred, hostility, loneliness, and death, why does
anyone want to stay, let alone die to own it?

The image of the military is also disturbing. They were not simply of
two types: incompetent troopers or Bible-thumping good Samaritans. The
men who rode against the Chiricahua Apaches were tough, no-nonsense
combatants who enforced Sheridan’s policy of “total war,” which resulted
in the destruction of the enemy’s property and the annihilation of his
family. They achieved their mission by crushing Native Americans with
ruthless methods and uncompromising strategies. Although there might
have been naive or idealistic officers who deluded themselves that their
civilian leaders could be trusted, few military men of the West ever advo-
cated a policy other than violence as a solution to the Indian problem.

If Broken Arrow is remembered by many as a well-intentioned film,



Cultural Confusion / 103

it may be because they are willing to say that in 1950 people did not know
any better, that this was a significant step forward compared to what had
come earlier. Reasonable people will have no difficulty in accepting Angela
Maria Aleiss’s position that the film reflects the controversial policies of
“termination” that Congress pursued in the 1950s, which effectively jet-
tisoned any federal responsibility for Indian lands, treaties, and individu-
als. But there is a need to go beyond recognizing the policy to commenting
on its consequences. One need only read Vine Deloria’s Custer Died for
Your Sins to see how calamitous the termination policies were for both
Native Americans and Washington. By distorting and misrepresenting
the reasons for the cultural clash between the two parties, Broken Arrow
sowed more seeds of distrust against the film industry and further under-
mined our trust in our institutions.

Furthermore, as film historians, we make a serious error when we
discount the importance of historical inaccuracies in films purporting to
tell the truth about the past. Movies are not just escapism, and when they
offer simplistic, emotional solutions to complex problems, they muddy
not only the problem but also create cultural confusion. From this per-
spective, there is an ironic truth in Twentieth Century-Fox’s extolling
Broken Arrow as an accurate rendition of “the American traditions of
justice, tolerance, and dignity for all men.”

Notes

1. T am grateful to the valuable reactions to an earlier draft of this paper by
Nick Danigelis, Littleton Long, and Denise Youngblood of the University of Ver-
mont. In addition, I owe a debt of gratitude to Martha Day for her generous help
in securing research materials.

2. For a good introduction to George Washington’s designs on Native Ameri-
can property, see Reginald Horsman, “American Indian Policy in the Old North-
west, 1783-1812.”

3. Frank Manchel, Film Study: An Analytical Bibliography.

4. Broken Arrow was produced by Julian Blaustein for Twentieth Century-
Fox in 1949. It premiered on July 17, 1950. Directed by Delmer Daves, the story
is set in the Arizona territory in 1870. The plot, narrated by Tom Jeffords, an ex-
Union officer whose admiration for the Chiricahua Apaches alienates him from
his white associates in Tucson, follows his attempts to mediate between Cochise
and the U.S. government and bring about an honorable peace. His efforts also
lead to Jeffordss falling in love and marrying an Indian woman. The film stars
James Stewart as Tom Jeffords, Jeff Chandler as Cochise, Debra Paget as
Sonseeahray, Will Geer as Slade, Basil Ruysdael as General Howard, Arthur
Hunnicutt as Milt, Raymond Bramley as Colonel Bernall, Jay Silverheels as
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Geronimo, and Billy Wilkerson as Juan. The screenplay by Michael Blankfort is
based on the novel Blood Brother by Elliott Arnold. Ernest Palmer is the cinema-
tographer. Made in Technicolor, the film runs ninety-three minutes.

5. Howard Suber, in his commentary on the laserdisk version of High Noon
(Voyager Special edition).

6. The series ran on ABC television from September 23, 1958, to Septem-
ber 20, 1960. John Lupton played Tom Jeffords; Michael Ansara played Cochise.
Particularly significant is the fact that Jeffords is an Indian agent working with
Cochise to keep the peace. In the film version, we never learn that he has become
an Indian agent. For more information see Terrace 94.

7. The Real West. In the show’s 1994 opening monolog, Jack Perkins points
out that there were twenty Westerns aired in prime time every week in the early
1960s.

8. For the most detailed analysis of the novel, see Angela Maria Aleiss,
Hollywood's Ideal of Postwar Assimilation and From Adversaries to Allies.

9. The Real West. Those readers who would like to know more about the
historical sources used in The Real West, should consult the writings of the series
major consultants, including Paul Andrew Hutton (University of New Mexico)
and Brian W. Dippie (University of Victoria, British Columbia).

10. The filmmakers overlooked that the Apaches were not a tribe but a na-
tion, with many bands living in areas from Oklahoma to New Mexico and Arizona
to northern Mexico. For more information, see How the West Was Lost.

11. By 1867, the U.S. government had created the Department of the Mis-
souri—Southern Plains. It had also signed the Medicine Lodge Treaties of 1867,
which allegedly were fashioned to bring a peaceful solution to the Indian Wars.
On the surface, the treaty was hailed as a humane effort: Indians got a safe reser-
vation in Oklahoma, and they were protected by the military. In practice, the
deceitful pact compelled the Indians to leave their buffalo grounds and live under
white rule. Moreover, the U.S. government abandoned its responsibilities within
a year. Almost none of the supplies promised to the Indians ever reached the
reservation. Gen. Philip Sheridan, who commanded the bulk of the western fron-
tier during the timeframe of Broken Arrow, balked at any attempts to air reason-
able Indian protests about broken promises. Thus the Cheyenne, Arapaho,
Comanche, and Kiowa, who had once again put their trust in a white man’s treaty,
were disillusioned. Sheridan, on the other hand, never put any faith in Indian
treaties. Like his commanding officer, William Tecumseh Sherman, he insisted on
a policy of “total war” against Native Americans. To help him implement such a
policy, he secured the services of his Civil War friend, George Armstrong Custer.
Together, these three military officers—Sherman, Sheridan, and Custer—would
search for any excuse to attack the Indians. For more information, see General
Sheridan & the Indians.

12. Talks about forging a transcontinental railroad began as a result of the
Mexican War and the land annexation of 1848 and later years. Actual construction
began in 1862, and the railroad was completed on May 10, 1869. It ran right
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through the Arizona territory. Every company that participated in the construc-
tion of the railroad received a square plot of ten acres of “public land” for every
mile of track laid. In 1864, Congress doubled the land grant. To encourage busi-
ness for the railroad, the companies sold their land cheaply. Moreover, railroad
crews slaughtered the buffalo herds for meat. For more information, see The Real
West.

13. According to one source, the policy started in 1839. For more informa-
tion, see How the West Was Lost.

14. For more information, see Indians and the Army. It is useful to reflect on
reservation life. According to one source, “reservations were like prisons.” Tradi-
tional culture was destroyed; disease, despair, and poverty were widespread. Na-
tive Americans had lost their autonomy. Moreover, “A new culture was imposed
by missionaries, Indian agents, and teachers.” See The Final Clash—Wounded
Knee.

15. How the West Was Lost.

16. The irony of this discussion is that the reservation proved devastating for
the Apaches, and that later Gen. Howard, who lived to see Washington break its
promises, not only follows orders but is also the officer assigned to pursue the Nez
Perce and capture Chief Looking Glass and Chief Joseph. This is the same Chief
Joseph who said, “No man’s business to divide [the land]; only the one who cre-
ated it has the right to dispose of it. The government treaties are based on hollow
words.” For more information, see The Real West.

17. The event took place at Dragoon Mountains in November 1872,

18. The fact is that the Apaches continued their Mexican forays. Cochise and
his people never had signed a peace treaty with Mexico. Although he kept his
word, Cochise never interfered with other Apaches who continued the raids. For
more information, see Edwin R. Sweeney, Cochise: Chiricahua Chief, 366.
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The Hollywood Indian versus

Native Americans
Tell Them Willie Boy Is Here (1969)

Students of American film have long noted the fascinating connections
between Hollywood portrayals of major social issues and the conflicting
tensions in the American society that produced them (O’Connor and Jack-
son; Rollins, Hollywood as Historian; Slotkin). An ostensible film biogra-
phy of Emiliano Zapata, famed leader of the Mexican Revolution of 1910,
tells us nothing about Zapata’s agrarian radicalism, his anarchist-commu-
nist notions of taking land from the rich and distributing it among the
poor according to their needs. Instead, it focuses on his opposition to
dictatorship. In Viva Zapata! (Twentieth Century-Fox, 1952), historian
Paul Vanderwood persuasively argues, we see director Elia Kazan, him-
self an active anticommunist, transform Zapata from a radical Mexican
revolutionary into an American “cold warrior,” one totally opposed to
communism (183-201). Through the Hollywood lens, Zapata is inverted
and perverted into something he was not.

Yet, if Mexicans and Mexico are subject to Hollywood stereotype and
distortion through ignorance, profit-seeking, and some racism (Greenfield
and Cortés, Cortés), the portrayal of Indians springs from a deeper source
of misunderstanding. That source Herman Melville calls the “metaphys-
ics of Indian-hating,” an attitude born in the American notion of its spe-
cial mission to “civilize” this land and its peoples, ruthlessly and
remorselessly, so as to usher in a new and better age (172-81).

As Roy Harvey Pearce explains, the role of the civilizing mission,
according to Melville, led to the idea of the tragic role of both Indian-
hater and Indian, inextricably linked in the conquest of the wilderness.
To Pearce, Indian-hating “functioned not so much as an argument but
as an assumption; not so much as a step in a logical chain leading to
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action, as the very foundation of logic itself. Even those who were genu-
inely concerned with the welfare of the Indian acted on this assumption”
(33).

Telling or retelling an episode in Indian-white relations, a narrative
usually undertaken by a member of the dominant culture with access to
printing presses and cameras, risked expression of the assumption in the
very way the teller told the tale. Not questioning the assumption of In-
dian-hating has meant that much of what we think we know about In-
dian-white history is one-sided; frustrated seekers trying to correct the
record, especially about the Hollywood Indian, have generally failed to
see that no correction is possible unless an alternative, Indian version, is
given credibility and expression. When films supporting the Indian voice
are made, such as Powwow Highway (1989) and Geronimo (1993), the
booking line in theaters is short and typically the audience few in num-
bers. Credibility in Indian films is further confounded by the Western
genre, to which most Indian stories belong, and its traditional cavalier
disregard for accuracy (Tuska 147).

Abraham Lincoln Polonsky’s Tell Them Willie Boy Is Here (1969) re-
veals the interplay of all these elements. Our analysis suggests the ways in
which Willie Boy mirrors American social concerns in the late 1960s and
how it masks an Indian version that our ethnographic fieldwork has
brought forward. The film is based on a 1909 incident in Banning, Cali-
fornia, in which an allegedly drunken and lust-crazed Paiute, Willie Boy,
stole a rifle and shot to death the sleeping father of a young woman whom
he then abducted and raped. Willie Boy and the girl ran away on foot, to
be pursued by two mounted posses neither of which could catch them.
When she began to slow his flight, Willie Boy murdered her and ran off
across the desert. A week later he encountered another posse at Bullion,
later renamed Ruby Mountain. In the ensuing shootout, down to his last
bullet, Willie Boy committed suicide.

When yet another posse returned to the skirmish site, its members
decided to burn Willie Boy’s bloated, decomposing body. Most of the
posses had Indian trackers from the Morongo Reservation in Banning to
help them. Willie Boy’s behavior and the burning of his corpse were in-
terpreted at the time by one sympathetic journalist as expressions of his
Paiute culture. Pearce reminds us, nevertheless, that even the best inten-
tioned accepted the Indian-hating assumption—in this case, that Willie
Boy had tried to accept white ways, to assimilate but, tragically, and un-
der the influence of the white man’s alcohol, the power of his tribal cul-
ture caused him to abandon white example and to revert to “savagery.”

In 1960, journalist Harry Lawton wrote a novel of the episode, which
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Figure 7.1. Film treatment: Indian possemen with Willie Boy’s body. Courtesy of
the Museum of Modern Art/Film Stills Archive.

he called the “last great manhunt in the Western tradition,” and praised
the various posses and possemen (x). Scriptwriter and sometime director
Polonsky bought the film rights and wrote the screenplay for Willie Boy,
reversing Lawton’s posse praise and using the incident instead to make
his own commentary on America of the late 1960s and the Vietnam War.

Polonsky crafted his tale around four main characters, and we have
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charted his story development through three script versions (early, first,
and final) and compared that product with the final filmed version. Willie
Boy, played by Robert Blake, was to embody Paiute athleticism and in-
scrutability. The young woman, whom Polonsky named Lola, Katherine
Ross portrayed in “man-tan” and straight black wig. Her white opposite
Polonsky dubbed Elizabeth Amold or Liz, an Eastern-born, highly edu-
cated, and snobbish woman holding both a degree in anthropology from
the Smithsonian and an M.D. from Johns Hopkins; she works in this for-
saken corner of the West as the Indian agent at Malki (known to non-
Indians as Morongo) Reservation in Banning. Susan Clark played her as
Polonsky had written her: a single woman in favor of a single sexual stan-
dard and the vote for women. In reality, Clara True, Indian agent at Malki
during the episode, remained single, pressed a frontal campaign against
liquor and for Christianity, and opposed women’s suffrage (Sandos and
Burgess 22, 66-67). Part of his “Amazonian contingent,” Commissioner
of Indian Affairs Francis E. Leupp described her (Lake Mohonk Confer-
ence 25, 30).

Polonsky compressed all four posses and over twenty deputies into
one man, named him Coop, and chose Robert Redford for the role. Coop
is the undersheriff of Banning and the son of a famous Indian-fighter
who had been killed by a mixed blood sometime before the story begins
(Sandos and Burgess 54-71).

Polonsky made no attempt to portray period Indian costumes, opt-
ing instead for the street dress of the late 1960s and beginning the film
with Willie Boy jumping off a modern freight train. Polonsky’s use of the
anachronisms underscores the allegorical and timeless nature of the tale
he chooses to tell (O’Connor 64), even though Susan Clark’s voice-over
before the title tells the audience that what is about to be shown is true
and happened on the deserts of Southern California in 1909.

Liquor initiates the tale but, in Polonsky’s version, Willie Boy buys a
bottle from a bootlegger or “blind pigger” during the fiesta at Malki and
arranges to meet Lola in the orchard at midnight. Meanwhile, Liz discov-
ers the bootleggers and insists that Coop arrest them. Later, after several
more drinks, Willie Boy goes into a poolroom in town where he clubs a
white drummer with his pool cue after the man insults him. Coop, in-
stead of following after Willie Boy, tells the drummer to come in the next
morning to swear out a complaint. Coop then turns the “blind piggers”
loose with an admonition not to return and heads out to Malki. Coop
seeks an assignation with Liz, which she is reluctant to accept, not be-
cause she is not attracted to him but because the physical attraction is the
core of their involvement.
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Coop’s love scene with Liz in her house is intercut with Willie Boy’s
love scene with Lola in the orchard. Liz is naked under a sheet on the
bed; the Indians are naked on the ground. The dialog between Liz and
Coop revolves around their exclusively physical mutual attraction, lack of
mutual respect, and Coop’s unwillingness to make any commitment to
her. Willie Boy and Lola talk of their love, her father’s opposition to it,
and Lola’s dream of becoming a teacher like Liz and of Willie Boy’s be-
coming a farmer in Nevada. Polonsky gives Lola the assimilationist lines,
whereas Willie Boy speaks uncompromisingly of his Indianness. Lola’s
father, armed with a rifle and accompanied by her two brothers, finds the
couple in flagrante delicto and, in a struggle for the weapon, the clearly
naked Willie Boy kills the old man while Lola covers herself with the
white dress she wore for their meeting. The two then start running.

Coop and Willie Boy are brothers symbolically, one representing the
light and the other the dark side of the same character. Willie Boy is
cunning, impetuous and violent; Blake, who had earlier portrayed the
well-intentioned although bumbling Indian sidekick, Little Beaver, in the
Red Ryder television series, here plays Willie Boy as a screen rebel in the
tradition of James Dean and Marlon Brando. Willie Boy’s Indianness,
however, is incidental to his role as Coop’s Doppelginger. Coop is equally
cunning and violent, but Redford plays him as a reluctant, rather than
confident hero, one who must be spurred to action. The women are mere
temptresses: Lola is the cause of Willie Boy’s troubles, and Liz distracts
Coop from doing his job that night and then shames him into pursuing
Willie Boy to the end. Liz compares Coop to his famous father and finds
Coop lacking because he “cannot even kill an Indian.”

Liz wants Coop to bring Lola back because Willie Boy has engaged
in “marriage by capture.” Liz claims, “It’s the Paiute way and always was,”
but Liz believes that Lola “didn’t want to go with him, she doesn’t want to
be a desert squaw.” This appeal, coupled with the shame and the wound-
ing of an old friend of Coop’s father who led the posse while Coop was
away, all combine to prompt Coop to ride.

Because Willie Boy and Coop are “brothers” and in conflict, the clash
can only be resolved by death; Coop must recognize Willie Boy as his
brother and touch him. In the closing episode Coop sprawls beside a
drinking hole for water and sees Willie Boy’s handprint in the mud. Coop
places his own hand inside it; they match. At Ruby Mountain Coop “sur-
prises” a crouching Willie Boy, whose back is to the lawman, his rifle
cradled across his knees. Willie Boy stands, turns, and raises the rifle
menacingly. Coop shoots and kills him, then checks the rifle. Willie Boy
had no more bullets. Willie Boy forced Coop to kill him; Willie Boy dies
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Figure 7.2. Liz Arnold (Susan Clark) and Coop (Robert Redford): alack of mutual
respect. Courtesy of the Museum of Modern Art/Film Stills Archive.

Indian and Coop lives, having killed his alter ego, standing alone in the
twilight of a frontier that has gone.

Coop slings Willie Boy’s body over his shoulder and carries him down
to the base of the mountain where waiting Indian deputies build a fire to
cremate the corpse. Coop washes Willie Boy’s blood from his hands with
desert sand. When the sheriff arrives and denounces the burning, claim-
ing that “people’ll want to see something,” Coop utters the last words
spoken: “Tell them we’re fresh out of souvenirs.” Polonsky’s word choice
again was deliberate. He told an interviewer, “The past is not now. It’s just a
souvenir and we should not be bound by souvenirs” (Sherman and Rubin 36).

Willie Boy mirrors the discontent and angst many Americans, espe-
cially the young, felt about the country and its mission at the depths of
disillusionment over the Vietnam conflict. A year before Willie Boy’s re-
lease, during the 1968 Tet offensive, Americans had confronted televised
images of Viet Cong sappers inside the American embassy compound in
Saigon. Popularly regarded as being the first television war, these images
of battle in the streets of a supposedly secure Saigon and in other cities
combined to shake to its core American confidence in its civilizing mis-
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sion in Vietnam (FitzGerald 519). For those who missed the televised
violence of the Tet offensive, television coverage of the riots surrounding
the Democratic National Convention in Chicago that summer forced
Americans to confront the divisions over the war at home (Rollins,
“Television’s Vietnam” 114-35, “Introduction” 1-10).

Polonsky wanted to comment on that mission. His intended mes-
sage, as he told an interviewer, was that “civilization is the process of
despoiling, of spoilation of people, which in the past we considered a
victory, but we now suspect is a moral defeat for all” (Sherman and Rubin
25). The American destruction of Vietnam parallels American destruc-
tion of Indian nations at home. Polonsky uses his film to comment on
relations between the oppositely attracted sexes to show how civilization
has gone awry. Willie Boy and Lola are the embodiment of true hetero-
sexual love, avatars of a lost past. They are seeking a new life of freedom
together away from the domination of both the Indian family and white
society. They represent marriage and family. Coop and Liz, alternatively,
reflect the dark side of the 1960s” sexual revolution. They want individual
freedom without mutual responsibility; marriage and family have no place
in their conversation.

To underscore the significance of the Indian version of love, in his
final (draft) screenplay Polonsky wanted the scene of confrontation with
Lola’s father to begin with a gnarled hand entering the frame, grabbing
Lola by her hair, flinging her back. The clash would end with her father
sprawled on the ground as “the wild doves flutter fearfully in the almond
trees, and Willie and Lola, naked and ghost-like, turn to each other like
Adam and Eve on that fateful night in Eden.” Even though the doves did
not make the final print, the scene is crucially important to his story.

Polonsky’s imagery suggests a myth beyond that of the American fron-
tier. The Indian as “noble savage” teaches “civilized” whites the meaning
of love. But the Indian fails; he is no longer prelapsarian because he, and
she, commit Original Sin and are driven from the Orchard/Garden. Coop
and the deputies are God’s own angels pursuing Willie Boy and Lola some-
where east of Eden. Because Willie Boy and Lola are to die, their lesson
must die too. It is too late—we cannot learn, we cannot return to the
Garden. Polonsky’s point conflicted sharply with the 1960s countercul-
ture, which at 1969’s Woodstock Festival had claimed that it was possible
to return to the garden, a wish elaborately articulated in Charles Reich’s
Greening of America (217-64, Weiner and Stillman).

Polonsky expands his biblical imagery to embrace the New Testa-
ment at the end of the film when Coop, having brought Willie Boy’s body
back to burn, washes his bloody hands with the dirt of the West. Coop



114/ James Sandos & Larry Burgess

Figure 7.3. Coop with the body of Willie Boy (Robert Blake). The American West
or Saigon/Hue during the Tet Offensive, 19687 Courtesy of the Museum of Modern
Art/Film Stills Archive.

replays Pontius Pilate’s washing his hands of the death of Jesus of Nazareth,
meaning that Willie Boy has become a Christ figure, the ultimate inno-
cent destroyed by a corrupt world. What was good has been killed and is
gone. Only the fire remains.

Polonsky’s pessimistic message bothered some American viewers and
critics at the time. New Yorker film critic Pauline Kael thought that blam-
ing American society for what it did to Indians, and by extension to the
Vietnamese, as Polonsky had done in Willie Boy, left viewers with only
one way out of their collective guilt—Kael’s “genosuicide.” Kael rejected
“genosuicide” outright, claiming that the only people who could accept
the film and its collective guilt are “the kind who want to believe that the
corollary of “Black is Beautiful’ is ‘White is Ugly”’(50).

Although Willie Boy undoubtedly mirrored deep reservations about
America’s mission at home and abroad, disturbing some Americans, it
simultaneously masked the story of the Native Americans it ostensibly
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told. Katherine Ross drew criticism for her portrayal of the Indian girl
because, despite her intentions “not to make her [Lola] another Holly-
wood Indian” (Friar and Friar 255), she was, as Polonsky had written her,
just that. Ross was what Hollywood thought a young Indian girl should
look like and behave.

Using Indians as foils for his own commentary on American culture
was business as usual for Polonsky and Hollywood, and we do not suggest
that there was intentional insult or affront. Polonsky filmed on the
Morongo Reservation, providing then much-needed employment for In-
dians as extras; he incorporated bits on Cahuilla dances and games into
the film, and treated Indians respectfully. Indian-hating simply renders
telling the tale from an Indian perspective impossible unless the assump-
tion is questioned, and there was no impetus for Polonsky to do so.

Willie Boy, the girl, and their respective families, however, were not
Cahuilla and not from Morongo. Once one moves past the stereotype of
“Indian” and recognizes individual tribes and people, then the opportu-
nity arises to question the Indian-hating assumption and the traditional,
white story. From our research into the incident, described in The Hunt
for Willie Boy, we wish to raise only a few points. Our sources are both
the traditional written documents familiar to historians and also our eth-
nographic fieldwork among the Indian families affected by the real Willie
Boy in 1909. Together, these sources provide an ethnohistorical view-
point of the incident and permit a retelling from an Indian perspective.
We can illustrate the kind of story that lies beyond the lens.

According to Bureau of Indian Affairs records, Willie Boy was a Paiute-
Chemehuevi. He had a Paiute father; from descendants of Willie Boy’s
family, we learned that Willie Boy had been reared by his mother and her
people, meaning that, culturally, Willie Boy had grown up a Chemehuevi.
Indeed, Willie Boy’s mother was a famous Chemehuevi basketmaker. Thus,
at the outset, any attempt to portray Willie Boy as following old Paiute
customs was simply wrongheaded, displaying ignorance of the culture in
which he lived. Neither the Chemehuevi nor the Paiutes in California
had any type of bride-capture or bride-kidnap tradition, meaning that
whatever whites thought had happened would have been a tragedy from
the Chemehuevi perspective, a breaking of tribal taboo, rather than an
observance of some “savage” custom.

We further learned that Willie Boy belonged to a special cult called
the Runners, select young men used as messengers, youths able to run
great distances across the desert with little water while carrying a chief’s
staff. Runners, through their traditional songs, knew where to find water
in the desert and how to continue vigorously and undaunted across what
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would look to whites like a wasteland. Thus Chemehuevi culture helps to
explain Willie Boy’s feat in outrunning mounted white men pursuing him
across the desert. Runners were not likely to abuse alcohol, and the story
of Willie Boy’s alleged drunkenness appeared only toward the end of the
manhunt. The story, perhaps not surprisingly, arose within the white com-
munity. A deputy sheriff, who also worked for the Bureau of Indian Af-
fairs, claimed that a white youth had bought some whiskey and beer in
“wet” San Bernardino County the night before the confrontation between
Willie Boy and the old man. This white youth brought alcohol back to the
Gilman Ranch in “dry” Riverside County and hid it in the bunkhouse.
After the manhunt began, this same boy believed that Willie Boy must
have found the alcohol and consumed it. Willie Boy’s previous reputation
among whites as hard-working and non-drinking disappeared in the face
of this allegation, an allegation that did not say anyone saw Willie Boy
drinking, only that alcohol had been proximate to him. Indian-hating,
rather than an eyewitness, saw Willie Boy drinking whiskey.

From our oral interviews with descendants of the girl’s family we
learned that her name was Carlota, that she was sixteen, not fourteen,
and that she was capable of starting a family according to Chemehuevi
culture. Most important we learned that from the Chemehuevi perspec-
tive this was a family story involving a violation of tribal taboo. At the
time of the incident, Chemehuevi culture forbade marriage between cous-
ins regardless of the degree of blood relation. Such strict exogamy made
marriage among the Chemehuevi difficult and prompted intermarriage
with other tribes. Willie Boy and Carlota were distantly related but mu-
tually attracted. They had run away together before and members of both
families pursued, captured, separated, and returned them to Twentynine
Palms. Carlota’s family had moved to Banning to work the fruit harvest,
and Willie Boy followed. He precipitated the events that began the night
of September 26, 1909. Their story, whatever whites may have thought,
was one of challenging sexual taboo, family, and tribal values for love.
The Willie Boy episode has more in common with Shakespeare’s Romeo
and Juliet than with Nicholas Ray’s Rebel Without a Cause.

We have reduced a Chemehuevi oral telling of the story to print to
bring it into dialogue with white texts as a basis for considering a new
story and film approach.

Whenever my mother would tell this story she always began by say-
ing, “Love is hard.”

Willie Boy lived with his mother in the desert. She was a wonder-
ful basketmaker, and her sign was the rattlesnake. She made her bas-
kets without fear that the snake would strike her. Willie Boy was a
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very good hunter because he could run faster than many animals.
He needed a wife, but there were no young women nearby. He was
young and strong, so he went across the desert looking for a wife.
One day he saw his cousin, Carlota, and he wanted her. She looked
back at him openly, and they both ran away together. Family [mem-
bers] followed and found them. Willie Boy and Carlota were sepa-
rated. He was not to look at her again. Both their hearts were still
restless. He wanted Carlota but her father was a man of power. One
night Willie Boy got a rifle and came to see her father. They argued,
and Willie Boy got mad. Willie Boy killed her father, then he and
Carlota ran away again.

This time whites chased them, along with some of the People
[Chemehuevi]. Willie Boy hid his wife in a wash, gave her his coat
and his waterskin, and went for food. He ran in the old way, for he
was like the wind, and no one could catch him then. He came back
with food but could not find his wife. He searched everywhere, but
she had died. He found the men chasing him and shot their horses
with his rifle so that they would have to run like he did. They could
not. He was so much faster that he quickly ran off.

In his running he came again to his mother, but she now turned
away. He ran further, far out into the desert, away from all his family.

None of the People saw him again, and we later heard that he had
died (113).

This Indian version differs radically from the account told in Willie Boy.
An Indian perspective exposes the blinders of the Indian-hating assump-
tion and provides material for a very different type of Indian film. The
Chemehuevi version of the story begins, like many Indian tales, within
the context of family and culture, stressing both the qualities of the indi-
vidual and the individual’s relationship within Native society. Conflict that
disrupts tribal norms is given a cultural context, and when whites are
involved, the Indian version contradicts the standard white telling.

Developing a more inclusive version of the story, one in which the
Chemehuevi voice can be heard, requires much research. It yields a story,
however, with rich cinematic possibilities at once more interesting than
the prevailing white-told story and more resonant with the past Indians
shared with whites.

When a filmmaker appeals to history to make more credible his or
her art, then the way that history is used may elicit critical analysis from
historians. Polonsky, the writer and director, told his story without regard
for the accuracy of the historical information he portrayed. The discrep-
ancy between the historical Clara True and her film counterpart, Eliza-
beth Arnold, for example, has been noted.
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Figure 7.4. Willie Boy on the train to Banning. Can Hollywood discard its confron-
tational mask? Courtesy of the Museum of Modern Art/Film Stills Archive.

A similar fictional recreation is followed for Indians. Polonsky told
interviewers, regarding the Indian girl he chose to call Lola, that “of course,
you know, in history no one knows who Lola is, as a person. She’s a name
from history, thats all” (Sherman and Rubin 26). By disregarding or ig-
noring historical reality and creating fictional characters that suited his
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story, Polonsky objectified real Indians and used them as foils in his mo-
rality play.

Geronimo is an improvement, a recent film dealing with an historical
Indian figure that attempts to provide an Indian perspective. The com-
plex story of this man and his opposition to the U.S. army has been com-
pressed to a brief part of his career, focusing on the events leading to his
surrender and final relocation of his band. The film attempts to respect
Geronimo’s Apache culture by depicting fragments of the visions that
motivated him. Alas, the fleeting glimpses of Geronimo’s visions do not
enable the average filmgoer to understand the reasons for his decisions.
In this film, attention to telling the historical tale resulted in an insuffi-
cient expression of Indian cultural context.

In contrast to this approach, a film like Powwow Highway presents a
complex and compelling story told from an Indian perspective. Although
it makes no attempt to tell a historical tale, it delves deeply into Chey-
enne culture to create contemporary figures who are at once believable
and completely Indian. The “traditions of the warrior and the trickster
are . . . the key to survival and identity of the two central characters”
(Hilger 263).

Combining the two approaches of Geronimo and Powwow Highway,
a template can surely be created for portraying more accurately and
authentically a historical episode from the Indian-white past. We have
tried to demonstrate that the challenge to Hollywood filmmakers can no
longer be ignored. With a bit of awareness about the pitfalls of Indian-
hating and a willingness to invest modestly in research, Hollywood can
discard the conventional mask with which it has fitted Native Americans
and craft instead a commercial film that truly mirrors an American soci-
ety with Indians in it.
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Native Americans in a

Revisionist Western
Little Big Man (1970)

Arthur Penn’s Little Big Man inverts the common mythologies of the
American frontier usually presented in the Western film genre. The film
is recognizably a Western. Like others, it is set in the post-Civil War
period during the great westward expansion that took place between 1865
and 1890, on the first leg of the journey west, on the Great Plains. Few
Westerns are complete without a conflict between Indians and whites,
and Little Big Man is no exception. Although the film uses established
generic conventions, within the form it does something very innovative:
it reconsiders the impact of westward expansion on Native Americans.
Instead of savages threatening heroic pioneers, the Indians are victims of
malevolent treatment by the United States Army, which, using a highly
developed technology against innocent and peaceful natives, took the land
and food sources and destroyed the indigenous culture. Whereas most
traditional Westerns do not develop individual Indian characters or their
customs, Little Big Man presents the Cheyenne as living together in har-
mony, a flourishing tribe with a defined culture. Whereas classic West-
erns portray the whites as representatives of civilization and the Indians
as barbarians, this one suggests the opposite. Whereas the westward ex-
pansion is usually represented as producing unmixed benefit, this film
suggests that the land was conquered through the use of brutal force that
decimated people and nature.

To convey this revisionist view, the narrative structure combines ele-
ments from two literary traditions: the picaresque (the roguish hero
encounters a series of adventures) and the initiation archetype (the
hero attains mature insight through experiences that shape him). Like
youthful hero figures of other texts, Jack Crabb is initially innocent and
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ignorant, but through his exposure to both white and Cheyenne cultures
he develops and learns and is able to choose between them. This struc-
ture of initiation and transformation is repeated in the contemporary
Western Dances With Wolves. Both films offer a revisionist treatment of
the subject matter, and both challenge generic expectations. But where
as Dances with Wolves is a serious and dramatic rendition, Little Big
Man is a comic and ironic narrative that demythologizes famous legend-
ary figures, the Western hero, and the Indians. The fusion of cinematic
elements—the generic reversals, the tone, the complex narrative struc-
ture, the convincing representation of Native Americans—makes it
unique.

Between the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries Americans learned
two contradictory myths about Indians. One, deriving from the Puritan
fear of the uncontrolled wilderness and its inhabitants, depicted Native
Americans as bloodthirsty savages. The other, which flourished in the
writings of the eighteenth-century European Romantics, presented Indi-
ans as noble savages living in an unspoiled wildemess, spiritually pure,
uncorrupted by civilization and at one with nature. In nineteenth-cen-
tury America, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s celebrated narrative poem
The Song of Hiawatha (1855) perpetuated this idealized view. James
Fenimore Cooper’s popular novels incorporated both portraits. In The
Pioneers, The Last of the Mohicans, The Prairie, The Pathfinder, and The
Deerslayer—all five collected in The Leather Stocking Tales, published
between 1823 and 1841—Indians were wild, uncivilized, and ferocious,
but they were also brave, dignified, proud, and wise teachers.

The visual arts of the period transformed these literary stereotypes
into powerful images that eventually became the basic iconography of
the Hollywood Western film. Nineteenth-century artist George Catlin
painted romanticized scenes of Indians within landscapes reminiscent of
the garden of Eden, concentrating on dramatic portrayals of buffalo hunts,
exotic tribal dances and ceremonies, and heroic portraiture of the na-
tives—all in vivid hues. Swiss watercolorist Karl Bodmer painted striking
panoramic views of the frontier and remarkable scenes of wild natives in
the fierce buffalo and scalp dances, pictures that illustrated his concep-
tions of a savage new world. These representations of the Plains Indians,
widely distributed through lithographs and aquatints, established the
image of Indians on horseback wearing primitive ceremonial costumes,
thereby molding that conception of them in the popular imagination. In
contrast to this fabrication of the Indian as an untamed yet noble people,
artists Frederic Remington and Charles M. Russell introduced the cow-
boy-as-epic hero, a character type whose role was to repress the threat-
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Figure 8.1. Little Big Man (Dustin Hoffiman) and Chief Old Lodge Skins (Chief
Dan George) are juxtaposed in identical attire, a sign of their kinship. Courtesy of
the Museum of Modern Art/Film Stills Archive.

ening Indians and win the West. The cowboy dominated the scene until
the early twentieth century, when Edward Curtis posed Native Ameri-
cans before his camera, recording a romanticized vision of noble Indians
and their vanishing way of life, and championed their cause.!

Paintings, photographs, dime novels, illustrated magazines, and Buf-
falo Bill's Wild West Show reinforced this dual conception of Indians.
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Shaped by the marketplace, these popular media depicted Native Ameri-
cans both as scantily dressed men with feathers in their hair, bareback on
horses, brandishing spears as they attacked innocent whites, and also as
calm, wise elders, in full-feathered headdress, models of stoic restraint.
These stereotypes became the basis for movie images.

Although some silent films, such as D.W. Gritfith’s Massacre (1912)
and James Cruze’s Covered Wagon (1923), conveyed a tolerant view of
Indians, the classic Hollywood Western of the 1930s and 1940s reinforced
those images and stereotypes that had evolved during the previous cen-
tury and that relied almost entirely on the figure of the bloodthirsty war-
rior whose hostile actions and threatening presence impeded the great
westward expansion. This conception of American history shifted slightly
in the 1950s when a variation arose in the genre. Several directors made
B-Westerns that showed the white man’s poor treatment of Native Ameri-
cans: for example, greedy white traders swindling them in Stuart Gilmore’s
The Half-Breed (1952) or hateful cavalry officers provoking them into
battle in Sam Fullers Run of the Arrow (1956). Anthony Mann’s Devil’s
Doorway (1950), Delmer Daves’s Broken Arrow (1950), and Robert
Aldrich’s Apache (1954) introduced a different characterization of Indi-
ans. Native Americans (albeit played by white actors) are central charac-
ters who are honorable and brave, yet targets of racism. The struggle
between an admirable Indian and greedy, bigoted whites creates the con-
flict at the basis of the narrative (Fenin and Everson 282).

In the early 1960s, several major releases brought this more sympa-
thetic view of Native Americans to mainstream audiences. After his suc-
cess in Jailhouse Rock (Richard Thorp, 1957), rock & roll star Elvis Presley
played a character who is the blameless object of prejudice just because
he is a “half-breed,” the mixed-race son of a white father and Indian
mother, in Don Siegels Flaming Star (1960). Then John Ford, a major
filmmaker largely responsible for the accepted stereotypical view of the
savage Indian, directed Cheyenne Autumn (1964). Ford modified the
negative portrayal of the Native American in his previous Westerns by
depicting the heroism of the Cheyenne people as they attempted to trek
on foot, under terrible conditions, a thousand miles back to their home-
land. The film reveals the dignity of the Indians in the face of the United
States government’s harsh and unfair military policy toward them.?
By the late 1960s, films like Martin Ritt's Hombre (1967) and Sydney
Pollack’s The Scalphunters (1968) expanded this sympathetic attitude to-
ward Native Americans. During that period the escalating war in Viet-
nam, along with the emerging civil rights, feminist, ecology, and American
Indian movements, dominated the public discourse and affected the con-
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tent of many films.® A growing antiestablishment mood reflected the dis-
appointment felt by many Americans, especially the young, whose dreams
and ideals were dashed by the assassinations of John F. Kennedy, Martin
Luther King, Jr., Robert Kennedy, and Malcolm X. Films first signaled a
shift in cultural values when offbeat protagonists and counterculture
themes emerged in Bonnie and Clyde (1967), The Graduate (1968), and
Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid and Easy Rider (both 1969). Little
Big Man was also produced during the political and social turmoil of this
era, and reflected the conscicusness of the movements of the time, the
social attitudes they generated, and an overall reevaluation of America’s
morality and values. The film criticizes America’s historical military ag-
gression against the Indians by graphically dramatizing an overwhelming
military force employed against a technologically primitive people. View-
ers at the time may have connected the portrayed genocide of the Indi-
ans to America’s attack on the Vietnamese people.

Changes in the American film industry made it possible to express
the disillusionment and growing cynicism of a good part of the popula-
tion. The breakdown of the studio system and the increasing prestige and
influence of European art films encouraged independent film produc-
tion and production of movies targeted to specific markets, especially,
and for the first time successfully, the youth market. In addition, the elimi-
nation of the Production Code in 1968 permitted the depiction of graphic
violence and sex on the big screen.* The films produced as a result of
these factors dared to offer nontraditional themes in nontraditional cin-
ematic formats. By the end of the decade, mainstream films had begun to
reflect the themes and experiences of the counterculture.

Little Big Man was adapted from Thomas Berger’s novel of the same
title during a six-year period by Calder Willingham in collaboration with
Arthur Penn (Crowdus and Porton 12), and was released in the winter of
1970.5 The differences between Berger’s book, written in 1964, and
Willingham’s final script illustrate the shift in social attitudes that had
occurred during those years. Willingham transformed Jack Crabb, Bergers
ambiguous and not entirely agreeable protagonist, into a reliable narra-
tor and a congenial hero with whose point of view the audience identi-
fies. The screenwriter also recast the novel’s ambiguous and not entirely
sympathetic Indians into amiable and moral—and victimized—charac-
ters for whom the audience has great empathy. Both the book and the
film treat the narrative with humor and irony, and that lightheartedness
is one aspect that makes the movie noteworthy. It ribs and needles Chris-
tian fundamentalists, legendary heroes, clergymen, hucksters, hippies,
gays, oddballs, strong-minded women, and, in passing, Jews, shopkeepers,
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Figure 8.2. During the massacre at the Washita River, Sunshine (Amy Eccles) is
fleeing from the cavalry officer. Courtesy of the Museum of Modern Art/Film
Stills Archive.

and many others, devising a parody very few Westerns, and certainly none
with an underlying serious message, had ever attempted.

The film introduces a narrative structure that Westerns of the 1990s
subsequently adopted: the story unfolds through the eyes of a white man
who, moving and living among Native peoples, gradually becomes disil-
lusioned with his own culture, and, deeply changed by his experiences,
casts off his Euro-American identity. Jack, like Lt. John Dunbar in Dances
With Wolves (both descendants of James Fenimore Cooper’s Natty
Bumppo), learns the ways and language of the natives, dons their garb, is
given an Indian name, and is initiated into the tribal community. This
initiation archetype relates Little Big Man structurally—but not in tone—
to Dances With Wolves (1990), and also to Black Robe (1991), Thunder-
heart (1992), The Last of the Mohicans (1992), and White Fang 2: Myth
of the White Wolf (1994).

Little Big Man presents the story of Jack Crabb, who is, as he says,
“the sole white survivor of the Battle of the Little Big Horn, popularly
known as Custer’s Last Stand.” His seriocomic adventures cover nearly a
hundred years of American history during which time he meets the leg-
endary frontier heroes George Armstrong Custer and Wild Bill Hickok.



