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A meditative tale of duty and 
legacy stands as one of John Wayne’s finest 

collaborations with his mentor.

HEN JOHN WAYNE and John 
Ford combined their artistic talents, 
they proved time and again that  
they were capable of creating some 
of the most profound statements 

about history, legacy and the individual. Films 
such as Stagecoach (1939), The Searchers (1956) 
and The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance (1962) 
tackle questions of enormous complexity and 
manage to boil them down to the essence that 
matters to audiences. Can the opportunity of a 
fresh start inspire people to change? At what point 
do the traditions that define us weigh us down? 
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From left: A poster 
for She Wore a Yellow 
Ribbon; a still of John 

Wayne as Capt. Brittles 
in the movie. The role 

was one of Duke’s 
personal favorites.

Do the pioneers who lay the foundation for a 
society later have a place in it? She Wore a Yellow 
Ribbon, Ford’s 1949 middle entry of his Cavalry 
Trilogy, examines through the lens of Duke’s Capt. 
Nathan Brittles what it means to spend a life 
committed to an ideal, and what becomes of that 
life when service is no longer required. “It’s a film 
about maturity and old age,” says Joseph McBride, 
film historian and author of Searching for John 
Ford. “Ford has always mourned the passage of 
time in his films.”

In She Wore a Yellow Ribbon, the audience sees 
that passage literally marked by Capt. Brittles 
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Duke’s Capt. Brittles 
checks the breath of 

Sgt. Quincannon (played 
by Victor McLaglen) 

for whiskey. McLaglen, 
who worked regularly 

with director John Ford 
for decades, enlisted in 
the British Army at the 

age of 14 and was no 
stranger to the routines 

of military life.
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as Cavalry officer counts the days down on his 
wall calendar to his mandatory retirement. It’s 
1876, and despite Gen. Custer’s crushing defeat 
at the Battle of Little Bighorn, the movie takes 
place in a West that has been more-or-less won 
for settlers. Brittles receives orders to lead his 
troop on one last mission to deal with Native 
American warriors on the rampage following 
Custer’s defeat. He also finds himself saddled 
with transporting his commanding officer’s wife 
(played by Mildred Natwick) and niece (played by 
Joanne Dru) to a stagecoach where they’ll flee to 
relative safety, a complication that creates tension 
among two of Brittle’s junior officers competing 
for the niece’s romantic affections.

The movie’s plot can generously be described 
as shaggy, bordering on cryptic. “Ford disliked 
scenes with exposition, which forced the audience 
to use their intelligence to follow the plot,” 
McBride says. But the film’s soul lies with the 
scenes between Brittles and the men and women 
who have become family to him, such as First 
Sgt. Quincannon (played by Victor McLaglen). 
Watching Brittles smell Quincannon’s breath 
for the whiff of whiskey in the morning or give 
a heartfelt talk about leadership to one of his 
younger officers establishes a history that makes 
Brittles’ impending retirement that much more 
heart wrenching. “The most moving part of She 
Wore a Yellow Ribbon is the scene when he’s 
saying farewell to his troops,” McBride says. 

And while credit should go to the movie’s 
writers, James Warner Bellah (who wrote 
the stories the script was based on) and 
screenwriters Frank S. Nugent and Laurence 
Stallings, John Wayne and his performance play 
the indispensable role in selling the pathos of 
Brittles’s story. Although Duke was only in his 
early 40s while filming She Wore a Yellow Ribbon, 
he effortlessly exhibits the mixture of pride, 
regret and wisdom of a man decades older (an 
interesting showcase of Duke’s acting abilities 
is to follow up a viewing of She Wore a Yellow 
Ribbon with the icon’s final film, The Shootist 
[1976], to see how eerily accurate Duke was in 
his prediction of his own elderly mannerisms). 

The role of Brittles also allowed John Wayne 
to show a softer, gentler side to his persona 
hinted at in earlier roles such as Stagecoach’s 

The Ringo Kid. The captain isn’t a hellbent 
killer or hotheaded gunslinger. Brittles serves 
more as a father figure for the rest of his troop, 
and scenes such as one in which he talks to his 
deceased wife at her grave allow John Wayne to 
sink his teeth into one of the most well-rounded 
roles in his career. “Brittles is such a rich and 
compelling character for Wayne,” says McBride. 
“The hesitation with which he reads some of his 
lines and his facial expressions shows Brittles as 
someone who is vulnerable. He should have won 
an Oscar for the role.” But the only person from 

She Wore a Yellow Ribbon who walked away with 
Oscar gold was cinematographer Winton Hoch. 
It’s difficult to argue with the decision after 
watching how the gorgeous vistas of Monument 
Valley were captured for the movie, giving an 
epic scope to a personal story. For years after its 
theatrical run, the only surviving format of She 
Wore a Yellow Ribbon was in black-and-white, 
robbing audiences of one of the Technicolor era’s 
greatest masterpieces (it wasn’t until an effort 
spearheaded by UCLA that the film was restored 
to its vibrant colors).

No matter whether audiences see the movie 
in color or black-and-white, John Ford’s strong 
opinions on how to find meaning during life’s 
twilight years are crystal clear. Toward the end 
of the film, Brittles rides off into the sunset and 
into his new life as a civilian. But the last-minute 
intervention of the Army brass sees Brittles receive 
a promotion and new posting as chief of scouts 
of the Cavalry. It’s a happy ending Ford hoped for 
himself and his compatriots who served the country 
in World War II—a continuing legacy of service and 
usefulness even after one’s halcyon days have passed. 

Clockwise from top left: 
John Wayne’s script for She 

Wore a Yellow Ribbon that he 
used during filming; Duke in 
a scene from the film; John 
Wayne and Chief John Big 

Tree, who played Chief Pony 
That Walks in the movie; 

one of the last scenes of the 
movie where Duke’s Capt. 

Brittles is paid tribute.
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