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There were two pianos in the Ford household, but neither John Ford nor
anyone else in his immediate family played them.1 Among the notable di-
rectors of Hollywood’s classical studio era, Ford took the most active
and sustained control of the music for his films, and yet he couldn’t read
music, he couldn’t play an instrument, and he sang aloud only when
drunk (and then only Irish songs), his grandson Dan told me.2 Yet pro-
fessional musicians listened to what he had to say about the music. Much
is made and rightly so of Ford’s extraordinary visual sense, an eye for
composition that seldom failed him. Ford had a musical sense, too, an
instinctive feeling for when to use music and an encyclopedic knowledge
of what music to use. For the westerns, he liked folk songs, nineteenth-
century popular tunes, and Protestant hymnody. Ford treated music in
much the same way he treated dialogue: pared it down to its essence,
eliminated the irrelevant, and delivered it simply and without affectation.
Such a minimalist approach, of course, depends upon choosing exactly
the right line of dialogue and exactly the right piece of music. Repeatedly,
and with a remarkable consistency, given Hollywood’s mode of produc-
tion, this is what Ford was able to do.

Born John Martin Feeney in 1894 (although he claimed otherwise)
near Portland, Maine, to Irish immigrant parents, John Ford was the
youngest of six surviving children. A sensitive child, and a reader, he was
also a tough football player who earned an athletic scholarship to the
University of Maine. After a difficult entry into college life, Jack “Bull”
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Feeney followed his brother Frank to Hollywood. Billed as Francis Ford
(it was Frank who adopted the less ethnic surname), Frank had become
a silent film actor and director. Eventually, he founded his own pro-
duction company. He was thus in a position to provide his brother with
an apprenticeship in the business, and he did. Jack Ford began directing
in 1917.

A reversal of fortunes visited the Ford brothers in the 1920s. Under
the tutelage of the cowboy star Harry Carey, Jack produced a series of
successful contemporary westerns, and, as John Ford, was catapulted to
international acclaim for The Iron Horse. Frank was plagued by do-
mestic woes, alcoholism, and business problems and hit bottom. He
would find work as a character actor in his brother’s films for the rest of
his life.

Ford plugged away through the transition to sound and eventually be-
came Twentieth Century–Fox’s most dependable director. With a string
of critical and box office successes in the late 1930s and 1940s, he was
Hollywood’s most prestigious filmmaker, winning four Academy
Awards as Best Director, and two more for his documentaries, a total
unmatched to this day. Powerful, difficult, and cantankerous, he worked
within the studio system but managed to go his own way nonetheless,
butting heads with studio executives but generally thriving in Holly-
wood. It would be 1939 before he returned to the westerns that had been
his entry into the industry and made Stagecoach, a film in which he cast
his young friend John Wayne. Westerns would be a central thread in the
fabric of Ford’s opus, and several of his last films were westerns, but he
never won an Academy Award for his work in the genre by which he is
now defined.

Any book that devotes itself to the work of a single director needs to
confront its own assumptions about authorship and at very least make
them explicit for its readers. The field of film studies has been marked
since its inception as an academic discipline in the 1960s by auteurism,
a romantic and powerful definition of the director as a visionary artist
and the source of filmic meaning. Not all directors were deemed auteurs,
only those who were able to leave their personal imprint on a film. Ford
was fairly early on championed as an auteur; Andrew Sarris in The
American Cinema (1968) placed him in his legendary pantheon of di-
rectors,3 and there is a prodigious industry still devoted to this view of
Ford today.4 Auteur status was largely equated with control over the
mise-en-scène in these early formulations, influenced no doubt by
Cahiers du cinema, the journal in whose pages the notion of the director
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as auteur first appeared. Ford’s status was seen as the result of his abil-
ity to render story, character, and theme in visual terms. Even the struc-
turalist approaches to authorship that followed, notably Peter Wollen’s
work on Ford in Signs and Meaning in the Cinema (1969) tended to priv-
ilege visual language.5 Music was ignored in shaping these arguments.

Ford was able to exert control over an aspect of film production to
which few directors in the studio system even had access, and his rela-
tionship to the music challenges traditional notions of what constitutes
film authorship. Of the American directors elevated to auteur status by
the critics, few directly became involved with the score (D. W. Griffith,
King Vidor, and Charles Chaplin, in the silent era, and Orson Welles in
his limited collaborations with Bernard Herrmann, in the sound era, are
notable exceptions). Most directors left the music in the capable hands
of composers. Ford, however, generally chose the songs for his films him-
self, and since their scores largely consist of songs, and are sometimes
even limited to songs, surely this complicates things. Does Ford deserve
special status in the pantheon of directors? Or is the concept of auteurism
unable to accommodate a director who controlled more than just the vi-
sual field? Ignoring the score may be the least of traditional auteurism’s
problems, and it has long since been put to rest in academic film studies
as a viable approach to understanding meaning production. But au-
teurism is not alone in its short-sightedness.

Under the influence of the poststructuralist revolution of the 1970s,
more recent theories have repositioned authorship within a network of
meaning production that exceeds the director. John Ford is no longer
simply seen as an individual artist working within an assembly-line mode
of production who was able to transcend the system and mark his films
with personal meaning. Rather, “John Ford” is a site determined by a va-
riety of industrial, institutional, economic, social, legal, cultural, and
psychic practices that have the power to govern the ways in which films
are interpreted. At its most extreme, directors are regarded as the prod-
ucts of psychic and cultural forces that leave them little or no control
over meaning. Although these theories posit more sophisticated models
for meaning production in film, they often share the visual bias of tradi-
tional auteurism.

My own theory of authorship, evolved over the course of writing this
book, is situated somewhere between the positions briefly sketched in the
two preceding paragraphs. Studying the musical scores of films has made
it impossible for me to ignore the impact of culture on filmic meaning.
Music is a form of cultural transmission, trailing preestablished re-
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sponses that influence filmic meaning in powerful ways. These responses
can be exploited for specific reasons, but they do not originate with the
director. Cultural meaning has a life of its own, and it always exceeds the
individual.

At the same time, I find it difficult to turn my back on the individual.
Business and production records indicate that Ford directly influenced
the scores of the films that bear his name. He was notorious for collab-
orating on all aspects of a film’s production, including the musical score.
He had a prodigious knowledge of nineteenth-century American history,
and he knew the music of the period. In the end, I realize that I think
about authorship in cultural and individual terms, however uncomfort-
ably those two concepts co-exist. I fear that in erasing the individual au-
thor from authorship, the discipline has unduly narrowed its under-
standing of meaning production. (And perhaps this is why auteur theory
has had such a long shelf life outside academia.) Or maybe I just cannot
give up on human agency and the idea that the power of culture ulti-
mately finds its expression through individuals. I am neither the first to
point out the power to govern meaning contained in the signature of a
powerful director nor the last to throw up my hands in frustration in at-
tempting to ascertain the source of filmic meaning. Considering the mu-
sical score and tracing its impact in John Ford westerns has convinced
me that definitions of authorship are central to our discipline; that “old-
fashioned” ideas of authorship can offer useful theoretical and method-
ological strategies when grounded in industrial, economic, aesthetic, so-
cial, cultural, and psychic contexts; that production history and
biography have important perspectives to impart to our understanding
of filmic meaning; and that a recognition of the importance of the musi-
cal score enriches our understanding of John Ford’s westerns.

To put those perspectives in perspective, if you will, I devote the re-
mainder of this chapter to Ford and music, to his collaboration on the
musical scores for his films, to the evolution of his musical aesthetic from
his earliest silent westerns through the early years of sound, and to the
part music played in his life on and off the set. The similarities among
the scores of Ford’s westerns, the striking recurrence of the same songs,
across numerous genres, produced by different studios in different eras
and scored by different composers, as well as the extent to which many
of the songs are not typical or used conventionally, has convinced me
that there is a kind of music that I am prepared to describe as Fordian.
How else to account for “Ten Thousand Cattle” being cut from Stage-
coach only to reappear in My Darling Clementine; the appearance of
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“Red River Valley” in The Grapes of Wrath (1940), They Were Ex-
pendable (1945), Wagon Master, and My Darling Clementine; “Oh,
Bury Me Not on the Lone Prairie” in Stagecoach, Fort Apache, She Wore
a Yellow Ribbon and 3 Godfathers; “The Cuckoo Waltz” in Young Mr.
Lincoln (1939), My Darling Clementine, and The Sun Shines Bright
(1953); “Garry Owen” in The Long Voyage Home (1940), Fort Apache,
She Wore a Yellow Ribbon, The Long Gray Line (1955), and The
Searchers; “Sweet Genevieve” in Hell Bent, Fort Apache, and The Man
Who Shot Liberty Valance; “Shall We Gather at the River?” in Stage-
coach, The Grapes of Wrath, Tobacco Road (1941), My Darling
Clementine, 3 Godfathers, Wagon Master, The Searchers, and 7 Women
(1965); “The Battle-cry of Freedom” in The Prisoner of Shark Island
(1936), Young Mr. Lincoln, Stagecoach, and They Were Expendable
(1945), “Lorena” in The Searchers and The Horse Soldiers; and “Battle
Hymn of the Republic” and “Dixie” in Ford films too numerous to men-
tion here. And this list is by no means inclusive.6 Years after the com-
pletion of a film, Ford could still recall its songs, correcting interviewers
who misremembered song titles or the films in which they were heard.

Furthermore, while the song choices in Ford’s films may now seem
typical, what anyone might use in a similar situation, I would point out
that there is nothing obvious about a Texas cowboy tune representing
the forced migration of Okies to California during the Great Depression
or a western dirge accompanying the progress of a stagecoach. Songs in
Ford westerns can be obscure, anachronistic, used out of context. That
they now seem obvious choices is largely a function of hindsight and the
powerful connections in Ford between music and visual images.

Ford was involved in every aspect of a film’s production. Although he
never took screen credit, he supervised the writing of the screenplay and
often created dialogue on the set. He described himself as “a cameraman
rather than a director,”7 and there is plenty of evidence that he deter-
mined and set up the shots for his films. Ford exerted a large measure of
control over the editing process too. “I cut in the camera and that’s it.”8

Ford would shoot so economically, generally aiming for only one take,
that studio editors were left with few options but to follow his editing
plan. Darryl F. Zanuck at Twentieth Century–Fox seems to have been
the most successful at trimming Ford’s work; others, like Herbert Yates
at Republic, got nowhere.

Ford also collaborated on the sound track. Through the power and
prestige he had accrued in Hollywood, his knowledge of music, and the
force of his combustible personality, he was in a unique position for a
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Hollywood director of his era. He wasn’t always invested in the musical
score per se (this may be because he worked with composers he trusted),
but he cared about the songs, and he was in a position to select them him-
self, both those performed in the film and those heard in the background
score. Correspondence about song choice and even song lyrics turns up
in Ford’s files, not in the composer’s, and Ford even wrote custom lyrics
for some of the period songs heard in his films.

The process of selecting songs differed from film to film. Ford some-
times had very specific ideas about the music very early on in the pro-
duction process. Some diegetic songs are clearly noted in the scenarios
of the silent era and the screenplays of his sound films. More often they
are not. The business of choosing songs could be an ongoing process, ex-
tending into the shooting schedule, with final selections sometimes made
as late as the location shooting in some cases, surprising the very actors
called upon to perform. It is important and revealing to note that the
songs heard in Ford’s films do not appear in the source material, with one
exception: “The Holy City” in Peter Kyne’s book The Three Godfathers
also figures in Ford’s 3 Godfathers.9

Ford liked to work with composers that he knew and trusted. He
didn’t always choose the composer, and sometimes he wasn’t satisfied
with the score even when he did. But when afforded the opportunity to
choose, he did so. Richard Hageman became virtually the house com-
poser at Argosy Pictures, Ford’s production company. And when Hage-
man wanted a job on a Ford film, he wrote to Ford. Even as late as
Cheyenne Autumn, at a time when Ford’s power in Hollywood was wan-
ing, Warner Bros. waited to hire the composer Alex North until Ford had
approved the choice. Although evaluating the quality of a film score is a
notoriously subjective process, I am willing to assert that many of the
composers who worked for Ford did their best work for him. If you have
any doubt, listen to the score for, say, Angel and the Badman (James Ed-
ward Grant, 1947) alongside She Wore a Yellow Ribbon to hear the dif-
ference Ford made to the career of Richard Hageman. Or compare Shane
(George Stevens, 1953) to Rio Grande, both scored by Victor Young.
After Angel and the Badman, Hageman confessed to Ford that he would
never score another western, but Ford could be very persuasive. Hage-
man scored four more for Ford.

From the beginning, Ford understood music’s power, and he included
songs even in his earliest films. Musical performances were anything but
incidental for him, and songs, in particular, fulfilled clear dramatic func-
tions in his silent westerns. In Straight Shooting (1917), the cowboys
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relax listening to phonograph records, and when their boss arrives, he
orders the music stopped. In Bucking Broadway (1918), the cowboys
gather around a piano to sing “Home, Sweet Home” after the protago-
nist, Cheyenne Harry (Harry Carey), learns that he has been jilted by the
woman he loves, the song an audible expression of his loss. In Hell Bent,
Cheyenne Harry (Harry Carey) and Cimarron Bill (Duke Lee) drunkenly
sing “Sweet Genevieve,” but their singing and the sentiment attached to
it differentiates them from the rest of the drunken rabble in the saloon.
In The Iron Horse, the Union Pacific and Central Pacific rail gangs sing
“Drill, Ye Terriers, Drill,” whose lyrics encapsulate the film’s theme of
cooperation and assimilation and whose rhythms force the men to work
together. In 3 Bad Men, Dan (George O’Brien) sings “All the Way from
Ireland” and later serenades his love with a harmonica, expressing the
seductive power often attached to song in Ford.

Ford not only understood music’s power, he exploited it to the full ex-
tent of the technology available to him. Direct cueing, the practice of in-
serting song lyrics into the intertitles during the visual performance of
music, was a recognizable feature of silent cinema’s golden age, exploited
in some of the era’s most successful films: “Kashmiri Song,” aka “Pale
Hands I Loved,” in The Sheik (George Medford, 1921); “Oh! Susan-
nah” in The Covered Wagon (James Cruze, 1923); “You’re in the Army
Now” in The Big Parade (King Vidor, 1925), and “Prisoner’s Song” in
Steamboat Bill, Jr. (Charles Reisner, 1928). Ford appears to have been
using direct cues even earlier, however, inserting song lyrics into routine
westerns, not the typical genre for such a sophisticated practice. Rick Alt-
man points out that the song lyrics spelled trouble for accompanists, who
could no longer use the intertitles for transitions between pieces, a com-
mon practice at the time to ensure musical continuity.10 In an era when
directors had virtually no control over the musical accompaniment, Ford
was using direct cues to manage at least some of the songs that accom-
panists chose, resulting in the occasional but identifiable synchronization
between music and image during screenings.

In Bucking Broadway, the performance of “Home, Sweet Home” is
initiated by a close-up of a cowboy picking out the melody on a piano.
For those in the audience who play the instrument, this shot functions
as a direct and unmistakable cue for a specific song. The intertitles dis-
pel any ambiguity: the lyrics of “Home, Sweet Home” appear on the
screen as the cowboys sing. Ford has, in effect, tied accompanists’ hands.
And this was in 1917. In Hell Bent, the lyrics of “Sweet Genevieve” ap-
pear on the screen, intercut with shots of the singing. It’s hard to imag-
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ine an accompanist choosing anything else. In The Iron Horse, charac-
ters clearly mouth the lyrics to “Drill, Ye Terriers, Drill,” which again
appear as intertitles. Here the sequence is actually edited to the rhythms
of the song. Erno Rapee, who scored for the film for its New York pre-
miere, used “Drill, Ye Terriers Drill” so often that reviewers left
whistling the tune.

Ford hated interviews and was a notoriously difficult subject; his lack
of cooperation with journalists and film critics is legendary. But some-
times his seemingly unresponsive answers can be revelatory, as in this
reply to a critic’s question about “‘what happened when sound came in’:
‘Nothing. We made them with sound.’”11 There is more than a grain of
truth here for, in fact, Ford employed many of the same strategies he had
used in the silent era to control the music in his first sound-on-film fea-
ture, Mother Machree (1928).12 The single surviving sequence of syn-
chronized sound in the film is a song, “Mother Machree.” Its perform-
ance follows a direct cue: a close-up of the sheet music on the piano, with
the clearly visible music and lyrics of the song.

Ford would soon develop more sophisticated techniques for incorpo-
rating musical performance, but it must have been liberating, in those
early years of sound production, to be able to determine the aural as well
as the visual performances. Ford inserted songs into bleak melodramas
like Four Sons (1928), comedies like Riley the Cop (1928), action-
adventure films like The Black Watch (1929) and Seas Beneath (1931),
prison pictures like Up the River (1930), and literary adaptations, like
Arrowsmith (1931).

Ford’s musical aesthetic was born in the silent era and was based on
an understanding of music’s power and the development of strategies for
controlling it. Direct cues, close-ups, and specific editing patterns would
help get accompanists to use the songs Ford chose. With the advent of
mechanically reproduced sound, Ford could ensure that his choices
would be heard. By including many of the songs as diegetic perform-
ances, he could more directly control their use, selecting the songs and
filming the performances sometimes before a composer was even as-
signed to the film. Many of the musical performances were recorded live
on the set, including the singing. This sometimes put composers in the
position of having to ask Ford what music he had already chosen for
“their” scores.

Ford’s musical aesthetic evolved during the late 1920s to the mid
1930s, when he learned a certain economy of means with regard to the
music. Most typical Hollywood films from this era limit the performance
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of music to visible sources, such as dance bands, radios, and wandering
violinists, banishing nondiegetic background music, which compro-
mised the realist aesthetic promoted in these early years of sound pro-
duction. (Where was the music coming from?) The first successful inclu-
sion of nondiegetic background music is generally credited to King
Kong (Ernst B. Schoedsack and Merian C. Cooper, 1933), scored by
Max Steiner, although there were certainly earlier, limited experiments
in nondiegetic background scoring. With 75 minutes of the film’s 100-
minute running time filled with lush orchestral music, King Kong dra-
matically altered Hollywood’s approach to the sound track, and by
1935, films were filled with lush nondiegetic film scores. Despite the fact
that Steiner scored three films for Ford in the mid 1930s, Ford resisted
the wall-to-wall scoring and the orchestral sounds of late romanticism
that soon became a hallmark of studio production.

Ford liked music simply orchestrated and sparingly used. “Generally,
I hate music in pictures—a little bit now and then, at the end or at the
start,” he told Peter Bogdanovich. Ford wasn’t opposed to the use of
nondiegetic music per se, however, and he went on to say: “but some-
thing like the Ann Rutledge theme belongs.”13 But he was certainly wary
of too much of it. Robert Parrish, a child actor and later editor, remem-
bered Ford’s response to finishing Young Mr. Lincoln: “Look, the pic-
ture’s finished now. I know you’re going to try to louse it up—you’re
going to put in too much music, or over-cut or under-cut it or some-
thing—but try not to spoil this for me because I think it’s a good pic-
ture.”14 As Parrish’s recollection indicates, Ford was not always in a po-
sition to fully realize his musical ambitions, and the score would thus
prove to be something of a battlefield, as the production histories of sev-
eral films, such as They Were Expendable and My Darling Clementine,
demonstrate.

In the early sound era, Ford worked as a contract director. He quickly
learned to adapt to the new medium and increasingly managed to include
the performance of songs: “Little Mother” in Four Sons; “Auld Lang
Syne” in The Black Watch; “Girl of My Dreams,” “M-O-T-H-E-R,” and
“Red, White, and Blue” in Up the River; “The Monkeys Have No Tails
in Zamboanga” in Seas Beneath; “Silent Night” in Airmail (1932);
“Rose of Tralee,” “The Minstrel Boy,” and “Believe Me, If All Those En-
dearing Young Charms” in The Informer (1935). The trilogy Ford made
with Will Rogers is loaded with music, memorably “My Old Kentucky
Home” sung by Hattie McDaniel in Judge Priest (1934) and “There’s No
Place Like Home” played on a saw in Steamboat Round the Bend
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(1936). “Dixie” is played for President Lincoln in The Prisoner of Shark
Island (1936), William Priest has it played to influence the jury in Judge
Priest, and Lincoln plays it himself in Young Mr. Lincoln.

By the 1940s, when Ford was Hollywood’s most prestigious director,
the diegetic performance of hymns, folk songs, and period music became
something of a trademark: “Red River Valley” played on the accordion
by Danny Borzage and sung, briefly, by Henry Fonda in The Grapes of
Wrath, “Garry Owen,” played on an accordion (Danny Borzage again),
and “Shenandoah” and “When Irish Eyes Are Smiling” sung in The
Long Voyage Home, “Cwm Rhondda” sung in Welsh and “God Save the
Queen” in English in How Green Was My Valley, “Red River Valley”
(again on Danny Borzage’s accordion) in The Battle of Midway (1942),
and “The Monkeys Have No Tails in Zamboanga” and “Dear Old Girl”
sung by sailors in They Were Expendable. But it was in Ford’s westerns
where the use of song took on iconic proportions. Stagecoach alone in-
cludes fifteen pieces of period music, many of them songs, and all of the
sound westerns that followed incorporate period song in one form or an-
other.

Harry Carey Jr., a regular in Ford’s stock company of actors in the late
1940s and 1950s, has clear memories of the music: “There was a very
special feeling on every John Ford set. It was the feeling that something
great was happening, a feeling of reverence. It wasn’t a feeling of rever-
ence for John Ford; it was a feeling of reverence for art. It was like being
in church. Maybe the music had something to do with it.”15 Maybe it
did. There certainly was enough of it on a Ford set. In 1924, the accor-
dionist Danny Borzage, brother of the director Frank Borzage, signed on
to provide mood music on his accordion for The Iron Horse, and he con-
tinued to do so for Ford on and off the set for the next forty years. The
day would start with the arrival of cast and crew, each of the major play-
ers accompanied by a theme song, selected by Borzage: John Wayne
eventually acquired “Maquita” from They Were Expendable; Ward
Bond, “Wagons West” from Wagon Master, Henry Fonda, “Red River
Valley” from The Grapes of Wrath, and Harry Carey Jr., “The Streets
of Laredo” from 3 Godfathers. John Ford entered to “Bringing in the
Sheaves,” one of his favorite hymns.

There was plenty of singing on location too, after the day’s shooting
was over, when cast and crew assembled to wind down and find amuse-
ment. Drinking was verboten, but sing-alongs were encouraged. On The
Iron Horse, the singing started as the train bearing cast and crew left
Union Station in Los Angeles, with “My Darling Clementine” and “The
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Yellow Rose of Texas” sung that first night. Ford joined in the singing
and told some stories of his own.16 Singing appears to have continued un-
abated throughout the production. The circus train pressed into service
as sleeping quarters had a separate car dubbed “Camp Ford Theatre,”
devoted to entertainments such as sing-alongs, minstrel shows, Indian
war chants and dances, jazz performances, and even a talent show to
benefit Children’s Hospital in Hollywood. (Ford had taken to warming
his feet on location by tearing off “a few steps of the Indian War
Dance.”)17 “Drill, Ye Terriers, Drill” caused a minor sensation when
members of the cast would launch into it for “spasmodic outbursts of
vocal exercise many times during the day.”18

According to Maureen O’Hara, “Oh, we had to do concerts every
night.”19 Singing was so much a part of a Ford location that to amuse
themselves, cast and crew would sometimes make up new songs to fa-
miliar melodies. For Two Rode Together, Ken Curtis created special
lyrics, which Ford loved, for “Bringing in the Sheaves.” During How
Green Was My Valley, Ford himself composed some for “The Farmer in
the Dell” to accompany the appearance on the set of the writer Philip
Dunne: “We haven’t changed a line / We haven’t changed a line / It’s just
the way you wro-ote it, / We haven’t changed a line.”

Like most directors of the silent era, Ford used live music on the set
to create mood and atmosphere, but Ford would continue the practice
throughout his entire career, an exceptional perhaps if not unique prac-
tice during the sound era! In the silent era, live music could be played
during filming; in the sound era, music was played on Ford’s sets, both
on location and in the studio, as the scene was being readied for action
and during rehearsals. Usually, Dan Borzage would play the accordion,
and sometimes he would be joined by others. Rudy Behlmer reports that
“Oh, Bury Me Not on the Lone Prairie” was played on location during
the shooting of Stagecoach.20 Pippa Scott describes how music was used
on the set of The Searchers. “Pappy [Ford] did something very very spe-
cial which I’ve never really encountered again. And that was that straight
through your dialogue, straight through important moments in the pic-
ture, he let Borzage play all kinds of music that he thought was emo-
tionally correct for the moment, which profoundly affected the ac-
tors.”21 John Wayne remembered just such “soft music on the set,”
putting him in the mood for some of the more difficult, emotional scenes
in The Searchers.22 Although Wayne does not identify the tunes he heard,
it is not hard to imagine Borzage playing the same songs that would later
turn up on the sound track.
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Borzage’s mood music was not limited, however, to off-camera mo-
ments. His accordion can be heard in The Grapes of Wrath (“Red River
Valley”), The Long Voyage Home (“Garry Owen”), The Battle of Mid-
way” (“Red River Valley” again), My Darling Clementine (“My Darling
Clementine”), The Searchers (“Shall We Gather at the River?”), and The
Man Who Shot Liberty Valance (Ann Rutledge’s theme). Borzage plays
the accordion on camera in 3 Godfathers (“Silent Night”), Wagon Mas-
ter (“Come, Come Ye Saints”) and The Searchers (“The Yellow Rose of
Texas”),23 and he appears as an extra in films too numerous to mention.

Off the set, music was an important part of Ford’s life as well. To
begin with, Ford was very knowledgeable about music, and he didn’t lis-
ten indiscriminately. Despite living above the Hollywood Bowl, he never
attended a concert there, and he didn’t listen to the radio. But he liked
live music. Many of the same performers who appear in Ford westerns
appeared in Ford’s living room, among them the Sons of the Pioneers, the
former Pioneer and Ford’s son-in-law Ken Curtis, Harry Carey Jr., and
Stan Jones. Live music was also an important part of the Field Photo
Farm in the San Fernando Valley, Ford’s home away from home after the
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Figure 1. Singing at the Field Photo Farm. Front row, from left: Ken Curtis,
John Ford, John Wayne at the microphone, Harry Carey Jr., and Danny
Borzage on the accordion. Courtesy Lilly Library, Indiana University, Bloom-
ington, IN, and Dan Ford.
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war, which provided a clubhouse for veterans of the Field Photographic
branch that Ford had commanded. Holiday and other get-togethers there
were always accompanied by music. Sometimes Harry Carey Jr. would
sing (he remembers “The Streets of Laredo” and “Come, Come Ye
Saints,” as well as unnamed songs with John Wayne) or Sons of the Pi-
oneers would perform. At Christmastime, Jimmy Stewart played “Jingle
Bells” on the accordion. Ford’s grandson Dan remembers the music as
distinctly multicultural, decades before the term began to be used, with
country-and-western music interspersed with Hawaiian music (not gen-
erally known outside of Hawaii at that time), gospel music, and con-
ventional popular songs. Harry Carey Jr. remembers bagpipers. Harry
Carey Sr.’s funeral was held at the Field Photo Farm, orchestrated by
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Figure 2. Ward Bond and ukulele aboard the Araner.
Courtesy Lilly Library, Indiana University, Blooming-
ton, IN, and Dan Ford.
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Ford, with Borzage playing “Red River Valley” on his accordion, Burl
Ives singing the western song “Goodbye, Old Paint,” and the Jester Hair-
ston Choir, an African American chorus, singing spirituals. Even on
board Ford’s beloved boat the Araner, music could be heard: home
movies capture a mariachi band, and candid photos include plenty of in-
formal music-making on board.

Ford also owned and maintained an extensive collection of commer-
cial recordings, which included classics of eighteenth- and nineteenth-
century art music; opera and original cast recordings of Broadway mu-
sicals; Irish, Welsh, Italian, and Mexican folk songs; Tahitian and
Hawaiian music; American folk songs; spirituals; cowboy songs and
country-and-western music, including numerous recordings by the Sons
of the Pioneers; military music; bugle calls; John Phillip Sousa marches;
religious music; Christmas music; big band music; Latin big band music;
and recordings by popular singers such as the Andrews Sisters, Frank
Sinatra, Bing Crosby, and Rudy Vallee.24 Ford would listen to his col-
lection during the preproduction and scripting stages of a new film. Ac-
cording to Patrick Ford, the director’s son, “He’d lock himself in his
‘den,’ with his old ‘victrola’ and play records to put himself in a scene-
creating mood.”25 That the scores for Ford westerns include the some of
the same songs that are catalogued in Ford’s surviving record collection
can hardly be a coincidence: “Oh, Bury Me Out on the Lone Prairie,”26

“Red River Valley,” Home, Sweet Home,” “[I Dream of] Jeanie with the
Light Brown Hair,” “The Girl I Left Behind Me,” “Carry Me Back to
Old Virginny,” “Home on the Range,” and “The Irish Washerwoman.”

According to Dan Ford, John Ford’s grandson and first biographer,
the music was Ford’s top and sometimes only priority during postpro-
duction. Dan had the opportunity of working with his grandfather on
only one occasion, on the 1971 CBS documentary The American West
of John Ford. Ford, he recalled, “really was paying attention when we
did the music, when we scored it.”27 The documentary largely consists
of clips from the westerns, but John Ford proved surprisingly uninter-
ested in the editing. In fact, the only postproduction appearance he made
was at the scoring session. “For John Ford, there was no need for dia-
logue,” James Stewart observes in The American West of John Ford.
“The music said it all.” That might well serve as the thesis of this book.

22 How the West Was Sung




