Have You Ever?  John Cromshow M-P July 16, 2015

“The Wild West, the Civil War and Vietnam”

Sheriff was James Garner’s working title for his spoof of Hollywood Westerns. One day he noticed a bumper sticker, popular at the time, Support Your Local Police. A 1969 box office and critical success, Support Your Local Sheriff, was born. It’s the latest in the Autry Museum’s series, What is a Western? “No matter how many times you see it,” a spokesman told me at Saturday’s matinee, “it’s still funny.” The opening scene, a burial, looks predictable. Suddenly, tears give way to frenzy when gold is spotted in the open grave. Gold! Saturday afternoon I learned about the role gold played in the Civil War.

“Empire and Liberty: The Civil War and the West” includes the Louisiana Purchase. In 1803 there were three kinds of slavery: chattel slavery; debt slavery; and, captive slavery. Another section focuses on, “Slavery and Freedom in The California Gold Rush.” In one interactive exhibit, a Southerner complains about how his “property”– Bob, a “present” given to him by his father (chattel slavery) – disappeared in California. California gold played an important part in the abolitionists’ fight to end slavery.

Last Saturday night, I saw “Zulu Time,” playing at the Hudson Theatre. It’s 1965 and Watts is burning. The aftermath of slavery? Offshore, an aircraft carrier heading for Vietnam, is conducting fighter plane simulations. Clear skies are essential but smoke interferes. A pilot remarks to another he would bomb Watts if given the order. A Black seaman overhears his remarks and demands an apology. One patron left the theatre at intermission, “Nobody speaks like that. It’s all post-modernist sh*t!” After the play one of the lead actors told me, “The (racist) lines were well-written, but they go against everything I believe.”

This Saturday, July 18, while seated on the lawn of the Autry, boasting the largest outdoor movie screen on the West coast, you can see ¡Three Amigos!. “Three out of work silent movie actors are accidentally drawn to a Mexican village that is being harassed by a gang of outlaws.” You might arrive earlier to, “Explore the history of the revolver…in the American West,” in The Balance of Power on the American Frontier. There’s also a display of sheriffs’ badges. Who knows, those topics might find their way into the 2016 presidential campaign. That's another story.

Have you ever considered the relationship between the Wild West, the Civil War and Vietnam? Please e-mail me jcromshowyahoo.com.
