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INTRODUCTION


eugene manlove rhodes (1869–1934) may be the most significant American author lost today in a bibliographical blind spot. A consummate writer of Western fiction, Rhodes was championed during his career by such distinguished Western historians as Bernard DeVoto, J. Frank Dobie, and Walter Prescott Webb. DeVoto declared that Rhodes penned “the finest [novels] ever written about that strange and violent and beautiful era in American life, the years of the cattle trade,” indeed the “only body of fiction devoted to the cattle kingdom which is both true to it and written by an artist in prose.”1 According to Dobie, Rhodes was “blood brother” to Mark Twain2 and authored “a half dozen novels far superior to the false, feeble, and flatulent ‘westerns’” of Zane Grey, Max Brand, and their ilk.3 On his part, Webb believed that Rhodes failed to win wider recognition because “he made his stories true to life in the cattle country rather than to the Eastern notions of what the life there ought to be.”4 No less an authority than the Western novelist and historian Walter Van Tilburg Clark considered Rhodes “the peer of Owen Wister in portraying the cowboy in his code” and often “the equal of such factual narrators as Andy Adams and Will James in presenting the mode of his working life. In variety and scope he is the best of the four.”5 Or as Rhodes attested in his own voice, “I can be as modest as anyone where there is anything to be modest about. I will now state clearly that, as far as New Mexico is concerned, the only stories which should sell better than mine, on account of authentic Southwestern flavor, are these, as follows: None.”6

He was, after all, a real-life cowboy, rancher, miner, and army scout for twenty-five years. In 1881 he moved at the tender age of twelve with his family to the Southwest and he became a ranch hand a year later. As a teenager he worked for the Bar Cross, a huge cattle operation that stretched a hundred miles by fifty miles across the southern New Mexico desert from the San Andrés mountains to the Rio Grande. He became an accomplished bronco buster, though he spent more time while on horseback reading than roping. He later observed that his fellow cowpokes “were made of watch-springs, whalebone, and dynamite.”7 The genuine wrangler, unlike the caricature portrayed in popular Western fiction and film, “was not a murderer, thief, drunkard, gambler, wastrel, or weakling—but a man who would rank as good as any time or at any place.”8 Most of the men “who carried bad names were as mild-mannered and meek as Sunday school boys.”9 To be sure, he was familiar with criminals in the Territory, including “Black Jack” Ketchum, Bill Doolin, and Frank Jackson, because, he explained, “outlaws are more interesting than in-laws. And they are better housemates.”10 But he never celebrated in his fiction the “men within my knowledge whose lives were disgusting and shameful.”11 Rhodes numbered among his friends Pat Garrett (1850–1908), the legendary New Mexico lawman who killed Billy the Kid and served at different times as sheriff of Lincoln and Doña Ana Counties; humorist Will Rogers (1879–1935);12 movie star cowboy Harry Carey (1878–1947);13 feminist Charlotte Perkins Gilman (1860–1935); artist Charlie Russell (1864–1926); and US Secretary of the Interior Albert Fall (1861–1944), who for his part in the Teapot Dome scandal during the Harding administration was the first Cabinet member in history sent to prison.

Many of Rhodes’ characters are extremely well read—he even claimed that cowboys were the most literate class in America.14 They routinely quote the Bible and the works of such highbrow writers as Keats, Kipling, Robert Browning, Omar Khayyam, and Shakespeare. (For the record, Wister’s cowboy hero the Virginian also discusses Shakespeare, specifically Henry IV, Part I and Henry V, with the eastern schoolmarm Molly Stark Wood.) Lewis D. Fort once observed that his friend Rhodes “had one of the most remarkable memories of anyone I have ever known. One could repeat to him a line or two from almost any of Shakespeare’s plays, and he could not only quote the lines which followed, but he could go on repeating the text for several succeeding pages.”15 More than one critic complained, in fact, that Rhodes’ rustic westerners say “things only a Harvard graduate could say.”16 In self-defense Rhodes explained in his novel Bransford in Arcadia that “cowboys all smoked” and the Bull Durham Company “placed in each package” of its tobacco a coupon redeemable for a paperback book. “There were three hundred and three volumes on that list” and “each one was a classic. . . . In due course of time they read those books. Some were slow to take to it; but when you stay at lonely ranches” with plenty of leisure time “you must do something. The books were read. Then, having acquired the habit, they bought more books.”17 As a result, DeVoto averred, Rhodes put “much the best dialogue” into the mouths “of Western characters since Mark Twain”18—this testimony by the curator of the Mark Twain Papers and author of Mark Twain’s America (1932).

Incidentally, in the same novel Rhodes coined the phrase “land of enchantment,”19 which became the New Mexico state motto in 1989, inspired a ballad by Michael Martin Murphey, and today is embossed on official state documents from letterhead to license plates.

More to the point, Rhodes’ heroes observe a strict code of behavior. They are invariably good men who adhere to principles of equality (not exactly laws) foreign to many city folk. “I claim for these men of whom I write no greater equipment” than “a joyous and a loving heart, a decent respect for others and for himself, and courage enough to master fear,” Rhodes insisted in the preface to his novel The Trusty Knaves.20 His Western preux chevalier or cowboy idéal was John Wesley Pringle, a recurring character in his fiction named for the Protestant reformer and founder of the Methodist Church, who spurned the Calvinist doctrines of reprobation and innate depravity and affirmed instead doctrines of free will and human perfectibility. Pringle divided all people, as in Christ’s parable, into goats and sheep: “One side was scoundrels, traitors, bigots and hypocrites” and corrupt bankers, politicians, merchants, lawyers, and especially politicians beholden to the “Santa Fe Gang” who governed the New Mexico Territory at the turn of the twentieth century. Pringle’s (and Rhodes’) loyalties lay with “t’other” kind: “Heroes, Patriots, Martyrs and Reformers.”21 Indeed, Rhodes modeled Pringle on his father Hinman Rhodes (1827–1907),22 a former Union Army colonel, government agent of the Mescalero Apache Indian Reservation from 1889 until 1891, and a devout Methodist. Eugene Rhodes’ formal education was mostly limited to two years at the College (now University) of the Pacific, a Methodist school in Stockton, California.

Not surprisingly, he was extraordinarily progressive on issues of race and ethnicity. In 1917, for example, he lauded Diego Dionisio de Peñalosa Briceño y Berdugo, the seventeenth-century governor of Spanish New Mexico, for defending Native Americans during the Inquisition and becoming the first person “in America to strike a blow for freedom.”23 In 1921 Rhodes praised his friend Francisco Bojórquez (1865–1920), twice-elected sheriff of Sierra County and “the best bronc rider and roper in the country,” for “common sense” amounting “to genius.” He excoriated racist fiction: “The Mexican in our novels is a man of straw: not only a scoundrel, but a stupid and feckless scoundrel, sure to be outwitted, outfought, and ‘foiled’ by any blond in the book. . . . The people who write this bosh know nothing about Mexicans.”24 In Pasó por Aquí (“he passed by here”)—Rhodes’ masterpiece,25 according to DeVoto—he favorably portrayed a fictional Native police chief, Nueces River, and a real former Doña Ana deputy sheriff, Anastacio Barela (d. 1897). As Sanford Marovitz concludes, Rhodes “ennobles” the people of New Mexico in the novel by highlighting “their kindliness and courtesy rather than the malicious, vulgar” stereotypes.26
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Rhodes’ novels Pasó por Aquí (1926) and The Desire of the Moth (1916), both originally serialized in the Saturday Evening Post, are set mostly in the Jornada del Muerto (“journey of the dead”) in southern New Mexico, a region stretching between the San Andrés mountain range and the Rio Grande or from the ghost town of San Marcial in Socorro County to the orchards around La Mesilla and the suburbs of Las Cruces. Rhodes’ most elaborate description of the territory appears in his novella “Stepsons of Light”:


The Jornada is a high desert of tableland, east of the Rio Grande. In design it is strikingly like a billiard table; forty-five miles by ninety, with mountain ranges for rail at east and west, broken highlands on the south, a lava bed on the north. At the middle of each rail and at each corner, for pockets, there is a mountain passway and water; there are peaks and landmarks for each diamond on the rail; for the center and for each spot there is a railroad station and water—Lava, Engle and Upham. Roughly speaking there is road or trail from each spot to each pocket, each spot to each spot, each pocket to every other pocket.27



In the center of the table, “where you put the pin at pin pool,” stood Engle, a thriving regional commercial center at the turn of the twentieth century, today a ghost town a few miles east of Elephant Butte Lake. In all, Rhodes’ circumscribed “little world” encompassed the towns of Deming, Silver City, Carrizozo, Alamogordo, Ruidoso, Tularosa, Socorro, and Hot Springs (a.k.a. Truth or Consequences since 1950) as well as White Sands National Park, Oliver Lee Memorial State Park, the Bosque del Apache National Wildlife Refuge, and historic Fort Stanton.

Despite the similarities in setting, the two stories are remarkably different narratives. In Pasó, a bank robber named Ross McEwen is pursued by Pat Garrett, one of the honorable officers of the law in Rhodes’ fiction. At great personal risk McEwen nurses a Mexican family afflicted with diphtheria back to health and Garrett forgives his bank theft—an action that, as DeVoto suggests, represents something “more profound” about the Western ethos than the lex talionis.28 McEwen, the outlaw-hero, is nothing less than a type of benevolent angel sent by “the mercy of God” to help the “family,” as Garrett recognizes. Or as Eddy Orcutt asserts, “Pasó por Aquí is the summary of [Rhodes’] credo” and he not only “assigned a robber and gunman to enact” it, but a Mexican gambler to express it.29 In Desire, an innocent man persecuted by his political enemies and falsely accused of murder is chased by a lynch mob comprised of “simpletons and fools” led by a corrupt sheriff.30 Both stories recount the adventures of a hero on the lam. Though legal authority is represented in dramatically different ways in the two tales, justice—even if it’s vigilante justice—prevails in both cases.

Rhodes “often transmuted real people” into characters in his stories,31 as Dobie notes, and Garrett’s appearance in Pasó epitomizes this technique. In 1927, the year following its serialization, Rhodes confessed he had “been irritated for forty years, plus, by the lies told about Pat Garrett.” He and Garrett had not always been “friends. For several years, while he was Sheriff of Dona Aña County, I was a torn in his side. . . . But later we became friends—and he was one of Plutarch’s men.”32 Rhodes also published a piece, “In Defense of Pat Garrett,” in which he vindicates Garrett “from the malignant stupidity which, all his life long, gave him curses when he should have had honor” and “from a hate that will not let him rest in his grave.”33 In addition to Garrett, over a dozen actual New Mexicans make at least cameo appearances in these two tales, including several of Garrett’s deputies and ranchers and ranch hands Rhodes knew from his own days on the range.

Rhodes loosely based the initial chapters of Pasó por Aquí on an actual bank robbery in Belen, New Mexico, thirty miles south of Albuquerque, in January 1904. Though the bandits were pursued for days, they made a clean getaway through the San Andrés mountains and the alkali flats of southern New Mexico.34 Ironically, according to his widow May Davison Rhodes half a century later, her husband was a fleeting suspect in the theft and “got such a kick out of the fact” that he “wrote the story from that inspiration.”35 Eugene Rhodes, too, remembered he was once followed by a deputy sheriff for “nearly four hundred miles” across southern New Mexico, “just behind me but never quite catching up.” He had no idea at the time “what [the deputy] wanted me for. There were so many things.”36 In any event, the choza or shack where McEwen cares for Florencio Telles and his family was also located at a real place called Rancho Perdido or Lost Ranch.37

The novel was hailed for its local-color realism, especially in New Mexico, upon its serialization. The Santa Fe New Mexican, for example, commended Rhodes for his depictions of landscape:


No one can describe this southwestern country as this man. . . . The reader sees in installment number one the Chupadero Mesa, the San Andrés, the Oscuro, the Sandias, Manzanos, Organs, Salinas Peak, the Sacramentos, Sierra Blanca, the Capitans, the Sierra de los Caballos, the Magdalenas, San Mateos, Datils, Guadalupes, the plains of San Agustin, . . . and the glittering White Sands.38



Rhodes also limned Las Cruces (a.k.a. Las Uvas) and Belen in the story. The Wilmington, Delaware, News opined that Pasó por Aquí was “told in so realistic and graphic a manner that one wonders” whether it “originated in Mr. Rhodes’ mind” or was “taken from real life.”39 Even the episode in chapter 5 when McEwen “turns his exhausted horse loose” on the range—a ploy by the real bank robbers to distract their pursuers—and saddles a wild steer to escape into the desert seems authentic because Rhodes described the task in painstaking detail.40

In The Desire of the Moth Rhodes subtly foregrounded the byzantine local politics at the turn of the twentieth century in Las Cruces, the seat of Doña Ana County, home of New Mexico A&M (today New Mexico State University), and today the second largest city in New Mexico. As Rhodes recalled, “Las Cruces was quite mad on politics. It colored every act and thought, distorted them beyond belief.”41 According to historian C. L. Sonnichsen, Rhodes considered Las Cruces “a prime example of what the politicians could do to a good town.” Republicans and Democrats “divided the street between them. Each party stayed on its own side and thereby postponed trouble.”42 On his part, according to his biographer W. H. Hutchinson, Rhodes was “a hot-eyed partisan” of the Democrats.43 In the story, the Republican sheriff—another imaginary character—schemes to defeat the opposition ticket in the next election. That is, he plans to discredit Christopher Foy, the local Democratic leader modeled on Rhodes’ friend Oliver Lee (1865–1941), by provoking him to violence and/or framing him for murder.

Looming in the background of the novel is one of the most infamous and unsolved crimes in New Mexico history: the disappearance and presumed murder on the road between Tularosa and Las Cruces in February 1896 of A. J. Fountain, former New Mexico lieutenant governor, leader of Las Cruces Republicans, and member of the secret “Santa Fe Ring” or cabal of Republican politicians who ran the state. Two months later, Garrett was appointed the sheriff of Doña Ana County and in July 1898 he tried to arrest Lee and several others for the Fountain murder. Garrett and his deputies cornered Lee and the other suspects at Wildy Well, near Orogrande, New Mexico. In a shootout one of Garrett’s deputies was mortally wounded and the officers retreated—whereupon Gene Rhodes became tangentially involved in the case. Over the next few months, while Lee and one of his allies negotiated their surrender, Rhodes sheltered them at his ranch in the San Andrés mountains.44 As George Curry, a former New Mexico territorial governor, noted in his autobiography, Rhodes was “an ardent partisan” and “a constant companion of the hunted men and their ‘lookout.’”45 In March 1899, Lee and his partner finally surrendered to a judge in Las Cruces on the condition they “did not have to surrender to Sheriff Garrett.” While they were in custody and during their subsequent trial, the judge appointed Rhodes to help protect them.46 Lee and his alleged co-conspirators, defended by Albert Fall, were soon acquitted.

Rhodes set his novel, which contains the only reference to the Fountain murder case in any of his writings and then merely in passing, eight years after the “trouble.”47 The fictional sheriff fears that the Democrats led by Kit Foy are poised to sweep into office. As he remarks, “Half the valley is owned by newcomers, men of substance, who, with the votes they influence or control, will decide the election” and “Foy is half a hero with them.” True enough: as Sonnichsen reports, “Most of the cattlemen” in Doña Ana County favored the Democrats in 1904 “and so were many interested outsiders.”48 Foy frets correctly, however, that the other side plans to stir the waters “again for political effect” before the fall election. Pringle risks life, limb, and reputation to protect Foy from his political enemies. Even a decade before the publication of Pasó por Aquí, the Los Angeles Times commended Rhodes for his “magic touch of verisimilitude” in The Desire of the Moth “that makes even the daring adventures of men like John Wesley Pringle seem like the natural things to expect.”49

Rhodes disdained firebrand formula Westerns and refused to write them. His stories rarely feature gunplay or romantic subplots, standard elements of the popular genre. In a word, he shunned love stories. Though he often portrayed women characters, he admitted in 1915 that he could not “put the New Mexico girl on paper. It is the truth I hold most dear that the New Mexico girl is the most lief and dear and lovable of her sex. But I don’t understand her.” Or as he wrote Webb in 1927, “the reason I do not put love into my stories . . . is that if I did I would be called a sentimental idiot.”50 Or as Charlotte Perkins Gilman asserts, Rhodes was “no feminist” and his women were “just women,” though endowed with “character enough.”51 Rhodes modeled Stella Vorhis, Foy’s betrothed and the only female character in Moth, on Rhoda Williams, a librarian he met in 1920 while living in Los Angeles, or on Turbesé Lummis, the daughter of his friend Charles F. Lummis. He nicknamed Williams “Little Girl” and Lummis “Little Extra,” much as in the story Pringle nicknames Stella “Little Next Door.”52 More to the point: Rhodes gleaned the title of the novel from a line “One Word Is Too Often Profaned” by the English romantic poet Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792–1822). In a romantic subtext Rhodes deliberately underdeveloped, “Pringle,” an obsolete English contraction for “permanently single,” betrays, as Shelley put it, an unfulfilled and hopeless “desire of the moth for the star” or stella.

Both novels were subsequently made into Hollywood movies. Moth was twice adapted to silent films, though they both are now lost, the first produced in 1917 starring Ruth Clifford and Monroe Salisbury, the second titled The Wallop directed by John Ford, starring Harry Carey, released in 1921. In 1948, Joel McCrea starred in an adaptation of Pasó filmed on location in New Mexico, including scenes in Gallup and at Inscription Rock and White Sands, titled Four Faces West. This treatment suffered from the restrictions imposed on the film industry by the Hays Code, which forbade the “lowering of moral standards” of movie audiences by the depiction of illegal or illicit conduct that is not censured. As a result, Four Faces West fudged the depiction of McEwen’s bank theft. Lest there be any confusion about the identity of the hero, in the opening scene McEwen rides a white horse. His father faces foreclosure on his ranch and McEwen applies for a loan from the local bank, but he has no collateral—whereupon he forces the banker to approve an unsecured loan at gunpoint. That is, he only “borrows” the money and even signs a note to that effect. In the course of the story he even repays part of the “loan.” By the end of the movie, Garrett persuades McEwen to surrender by promising to testify on his behalf at his trial. Not a single gunshot is fired in this atypical Western but, as the Hays Code required, no crime—not even one committed by an otherwise self-sacrificial hero—could go unpunished. Fortunately, the publishers of the period adopted a more relative and relevant standard.

When he died at the age of sixty-five, Rhodes was hailed by his admirers for his illustrious literary career. E. Dana Johnson, the renowned editor of Santa Fe New Mexican, wrote the obituary printed in that paper: “His tales are imbued with the true genius of the southwest; and in New Mexico he was much loved largely because of the magic of works in which he could say what so many of us feel about the country.”53 Lansing B. Bloom, editor of the New Mexico Historical Review, hailed Rhodes as a “cowboy, student of life, master of prose,” and a “seeker after truth and beauty.”54 Western novelist William MacLeod Raine celebrated his friend’s stories over a dozen years after his passing: “True in detail and spirit, they mirrored the time and place which created a new way of life with its own code, traditions, vernacular, and social system.”55

Albuquerque, New Mexico

September 2025
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