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Lindsay Anderson’s 1983 book About John Ford is, for me, the finest thing that 
he did in any medium, not excluding his direction of If…. in 1968.1
 
   Not everyone may agree, but it’s indisputable that Ford’s work was his major 
love and inspiration throughout his whole adult life as a critic and film-maker. 
 
   Between them, the lives of Ford and Anderson span exactly a century. This 
virtually coincides with the first hundred years of cinema: from Ford’s birth in 
1894 to Anderson’s death in 1994. And their lives overlap for exactly half of that 
century, the first 50 years of Anderson’s life: from his birth in 1923 to Ford’s 
death in 1973. 
 
   Somehow the neatness of those dates reinforces my sense that the 
relationship of the two men, and of their work, plays out certain things that are 
central to the development of popular cinema, and to the consumption of it by 
critics and audiences, in its first hundred years. 
 
   For just over half of those overlapping fifty years, the two of them were in 
touch, on and off, experiencing what Anderson called ‘a kind of friendship’: 
 

1947       first contacts by letter 
1951       first meeting, in Dublin 
1957       meetings in London 
1973       last meeting, in Palm Desert, California. 

 
      Anderson did of course write a lot of reviews and articles during Ford’s 
lifetime, but his most weighty tributes, and his lasting testaments to Ford’s 
greatness, come later. In particular, the book in 1983, About John Ford, and the 
two-part programme on Ford that he wrote and presented for the BBC arts series 



Omnibus in 1992 – close to the end of his life, and to the end of the first century 
of cinema as a public medium.2  
 
   At the start of Omnibus part one, Anderson was able to show some silent 
footage of himself and Ford together in 1957, shot on black-and-white 16mm film 
at the National Film Theatre. In his voice-over narration, he introduces his subject 
thus:   
 

   John Ford’s was a unique career. It stretched over the whole of 
American cinema, from Griffith and the early days of silent film, to colour 
and CinemaScope. He made more than a hundred films, and won more 
Academy Awards than any other director…. 
 
   Ford was generally regarded as being almost impossible to interview. 
He hated to put on an act. And he also hated to put on a public face.3  

 
   But despite his casual public image, Ford did leave a very substantial and well 
organised archive, which has been housed since 1982 in Bloomington, Indiana.4 
Of course he had staff to organize the archive for him, but he approved, and 
collaborated, and the raw material he supplied was extraordinarily rich. 
 
   I spent a week there in March 2007, researching other topics to do with Ford, 
but I did take the chance of copying, among other things, the various bits and 
pieces related to Anderson that I found there. It’s one of those American 
research centres that are enviably well endowed, well resourced, and well 
staffed, a real pleasure to work in. 
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   In the catalogue of contents, the most interesting material is, as you would 
expect, in the second and third sections – Correspondence, and Script and 
Production materials. In both sections, there is a lot that entirely contradicts 



Ford’s carefully cultivated image as a primitive who worked by instinct and didn’t 
bother much with pre-production work, or with post-production work – that is not 
true at all. But, in the limitations of this paper, I will focus on correspondence, 
with Anderson especially. The website lists the correspondents, and Anderson is 
just one in a formidable roster of around 500 names.  
 
   The start of his enchantment with Ford’s films was his viewing in England, soon 
after he returned from war service in India, of My Darling Clementine, beautifully 
recalled on the first page of About John Ford. He wrote Ford a fan letter, which 
as far as I can see does not survive. But the archive here in Stirling has Ford’s 
reply: 
 

              
 
 
 
   So what did Anderson say when he had a chance to see The Fugitive a year or 
so later, and to take up Ford’s invitation to ‘give me your opinion of it’? In a 
lengthy letter, nine handwritten pages, he does not hold back on the criticism.5  
 

Well, The Fugitive has been shown, and I have seen it, and I am taking 
you at your word and writing to tell you how I liked it. This I find rather 
difficult, because my reactions were so mixed. 

 
And here is a section from the middle: 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    
    It is not the sort of letter that Anderson, later on, would ever enjoy getting 
about his own films. In fact, he would have been positively enraged both by the 
criticism itself and by the schoolteacherly academic tone of it, lecturing the film- 
maker about the principles of symbolism, and about Milton. I hardly need to 
underline the irony of this, to anyone who is remotely familiar with Anderson and 
his prickly temperament. 
 
   His next letter, less than two months later, starts by wondering impatiently 
whether Ford can have received his last. Well, Ford had got it, otherwise it would 
not be preserved in the archive, but one can understand him not having rushed 
to reply. By now, Anderson has seen his next film Fort Apache, and he can’t 
resist having a dig at that as well. The letter is handwritten, but does not copy 
very well, so I have transcribed these lines: 
 

Fort Apache has recently arrived and we went bursting with expectation, 
but…. We have discussed it among ourselves at very great length, 
wondering what went wrong, and there are many points and questions I 
would like to put to you about it. But for the moment I will break off, hoping 
to hear from you, or your secretary, whether you like to discuss your films 
in this way with remote and critical admirers; or whether circumstances 
make it impossible for you to indulge in such correspondence.6   



 
   ‘we went bursting with expectations, but….’  Those are Anderson’s dots, not 
mine (four of them, as he always insisted there should be in the title of If….).  
Fort Apache is obviously such a let-down that no more needs to be said, other 
than ‘what went wrong?’ – a verdict on this thrilling and complex film that now 
seems utterly perverse, though Anderson, typically, would never revise his 
opinion of it. Not surprisingly, Ford did not respond to this either, and for a few 
years there was no more contact. 
   
   I’ll pick up the Anderson connection again soon, but will first look quickly at a 
few other letters, to give a brief sample of the additional riches of Ford’s archived 
correspondence.  
 
   There is correspondence with censors, starting with a letter from Joseph Breen 
on Stagecoach, addressed to the producer Walter Wanger but obviously passed 
on to Ford - here is the start of it:7
 

 
 
 
   Breen will make the same complaint about drinking in the script of Fort Apache,  
using exactly the same form of words, ‘keep it to an absolute minimum’, and Ford 
takes equally little notice – at least, it is hard to imagine that there could have 
been even more drinking in his preferred version of either film than there is the 
film as released  The second half of the letter worries about the labelling of 
Dallas, the Claire Trevor character, as a prostitute, and there the censor is a bit 
more successful 
 
    
 
 
 



   Sergei Eisenstein writes to Ford from Moscow early in 1946: here is the second 
half of his letter:8
 

 

 
 

 
    I have not found Ford’s reply, but Eisenstein’s deeply appreciative essay on 
Young Mr Lincoln is included in the booklet accompanying  the Criterion DVD 
edition of the film 
  
   A different kind of archive document emphasises Ford’s Irish affiliations: 
 

 



    The company surrounding ‘Himself’ forms a typical mix of Ford’s regular 
collaborators, ranging from stars to loyal character actors and support staff, and 
one can be sure that they did justice to the range of alcohol available before, 
during and after the meal. 
 
   And here is a fan letter from another Irish-American director, Raoul Walsh, 
about the film Ford shot in 1956 entirely in Ireland, The Rising of the Moon.  
 
 

 
 
   Like The Quiet Man earlier, that was produced by Lord (Michael) Killanin, an 
Irishman with whom Ford had a close collaboration and friendship over the years 
– much closer than with Anderson. This is Killanin on the right, in the brief 16mm 
footage from the National Film Theatre in 1957, Anderson being on the left: 
 
 



 
 

    And in fact Indiana has a separate Killanin collection; so does the Irish Film 
Archive in Dublin. To quote their respective websites: 
 
“The Lilly Library holds other collections related to John Ford. The largest of 
these is the Killanin mss. containing 358 items.”  
 
“The IFI Lord Killanin Collection: highlights include correspondence and files 
relating to John Ford and two of his films, The Rising of the Moon, and Gideon’s 
Day.”9

 
    The IFI, indeed, has material on all three of the main films they made together, 
including the first of them, The Quiet Man – the film which led to Anderson’s first 
meeting with Ford. I’ll end by shuffling together a few documents about this film 
from all three archives, Indiana, Dublin and Stirling. This is of course a fairly 
common kind of research procedure, since documents are not always all 
conveniently concentrated in a single place.  
 
   Ford had bought the rights to the story of The Quiet Man as long as ago as 
1936, but he started to prepare it seriously 10 years later. In 1946 he writes to 
Killanin, expecting to make it soon for the English-based producer Alexander 
Korda. From the IFI: 
 



 
 
 
   The response is positive, and Ford follows up enthusiastically, but, like a lot of 
Alexander Korda’s projects, it falls through. A few years later Ford sets it up 
through an American company, Republic, and shoots it in 1951. And it is when 
he is on his way back through Dublin that Anderson manages to do that great 
interview with him, for Sequence magazine.10  
 
  The IFI has plenty more of this warm correspondence between Ford and 
Killanin, as well as this from Maureen O’Hara – the start and end are worth 
reproducing in facsimile, I think, despite the murky quality 
 

 
 

 
 



 
 
    By this time, Lindsay Anderson has resumed his own correspondence with 
Ford – this is from the Ford archive in Indiana: 
 
 
 

 
 
 
  This time, not surprisingly, he gets a warm reply, thanking him for his response 
to ‘my favorite film – you were charming to write’. The letter is held in the Stirling 
archive, and is reproduced in full in Karl Magee’s paper on this website.11

 
  Ford’s next film The Sun Shines Bright, set in the deep south in the 1890s,  is 
not nearly so popular; the circuits turn it down, but Anderson persuades a 
specialist cinema in the West End of London, the Academy, to put it on, and to 
show it to the critics. This is the last of the letters by Anderson to Ford that I 
found in the Lilly Library, and it’s worth showing in full since it covers three films: 



  
 

 

 
 
   



 
 
   Ford does not seem to object to the mild disparagement of Mogambo; when 
they next get a chance, they meet in London, and what Anderson describes as 
their ‘kind of friendship’ continues, until their farewell meeting at Ford’s deathbed 
in 1973, so movingly described in About John Ford.12   
 
   Here, finally, is one of the last handwritten notes I have found by Ford – written 
to Lord Killanin – undated, but almost certainly from 1968 – and held in the 
Killanin archive in Dublin.  
 
 

 
 
   
 Anderson didn’t like college idiots either. That is one of the fascinating and 
maddening things about him: he was a University intellectual, a film critic, and 
one who had expected Ford to take seriously his own criticism of Ford’s work, yet 
he could not cope with the remotest reservations about his own work. When he 
came to visit East Anglia during my time there, to speak after a screening of 
Britannia Hospital, he would not have called us beatniks or commies, but to say 
he was ‘rather rude’ would be an understatement; he certainly treated us all like 
‘dirt’. That is a final reminder that for all the differences between them in 
background, in career path, and in achievement, there were strong 
temperamental affinities between John Ford and Lindsay Anderson.  
 

Material from the John Ford Archive is reproduced courtesy of The Lilly Library, Indiana 
University, Bloomington, Indiana. Material from the Killanin collection in Dublin is reproduced 
courtesy of the Irish Film Institute. Grateful thanks also to Dan Ford and to Redmond Morris. 
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