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Author’s Foreword:
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If this book needed a dedication it should surely be to a pair of New Zealand movie makers who nearly brought it to the screen in the mid 1990s, shortly after its first edition had been published.

This, of course, was before TV’s legendary Hercules and Zena series and the blockbuster success of director Peter Jackson’s Lord of the Rings had effectively boosted the New Zealand film industry to international prominence.

The story of how my fourth Western novel could have become a movie really began one Saturday with a fine review of The Outlaw and the Lady appearing in the country’s largest daily newspaper, the New Zealand Herald.

Jack Leigh, editor of the paper’s weekend book pages, wrote, “You could as well have been watching a movie as reading a book...O’Keefe writes Westerns with the coolness of a hired gun.”

Come Monday morning the phone was ringing. NZ movie men Murray Francis, of Paradise Pictures, and Kevin Chisnall, of Action Associates, had seen Leigh’s review and agreed the country’s Southern Alps could double for the Colorado Rockies — with no pesky ski resorts or airplanes in the camera's way either!

They also recognized another helpful aspect of The Outlaw and the Lady. Many of the novel's principal characters were British nobility and could be cast locally, although an American star would be needed for hero Tod Larraby.

Kevin Chisnall specialized in pyrotechnics, explosions, bullet hits, atmospheric special effects, wind, rain, fog, and movie gunplay.

Producer Murray Francis had cut his teeth in film production on Australian films in the 1980s. Later, he was to build a reputation for bringing to and facilitating the filming of large-scale international projects in New Zealand.

In 1995 everything looked and sounded promising.

Next steps were for me to meet the film makers at an Auckland restaurant for a working lunch, then visiting Kevin's home in the Waitakere Ranges in West Auckland, which subsequently provided locations for many of TV's Hercules and Zena episodes.

Murray and Kevin read the book you are about to read and were keen to see a screenplay. So I wrote one while Kevin scouted out South Island locations. Kevin even had in mind cast and crew accommodation, plus the costuming (including Confederate uniforms), the props (including  authentic guns), even a narrow-gauge mountain railroad and the locomotive and its cars for the story’s climactic scenes!

But that, unfortunately, was as close as any film got to being made. Dollars and cents had the final say.

Even a budget movie cost hundreds of thousands to make. An international backer with deep pockets couldn't be found for a Western at the time, so the plan fell through, leaving me with the unused, unpaid-for, first-draft screenplay.

Not too big a loss... It had been no difficult job to turn a 160-page, fast-moving Western into a 90-minute screenplay. Most of my writing of action fiction had been foreshadowed earlier in my career by writing scripts for comic books, a skill which also demands a writer with a good imaginative eye and an appreciation of visually dramatic scenes whatever the genre.

Since those long-gone days we have moved into a different century. In 2011 a “Kiwi” Western movie was made. Good for Nothing had escaped my attention until it was mentioned by James Reasoner, a prolific and celebrated Texas writer of Westerns. Recently I was able to catch up with the film on YouTube.

First-time director and screenwriter Mike Wallis and star Inge Rademeyer, his wife, had both worked in Wellington at the renowned visual effects house Weta Workshop. They made Good for Nothing  on a tight, self-funded budget.

During post-production Oscar winner Jamie Selkirk came on board as an executive producer and investor in the film.

The strengths its creators brought to the movie are immediately obvious. Cinematography is superb. Likewise the choice of magnificent New Zealand landscapes that look believably Wild West.

In a Spaghetti Western vein, lots of rugged, scruffy males feature. Every man jack looks a rogue of some sort. (Congratulations, makeup department!)  And the heroine is a true beauty.

Soundtrack music, too, is noteworthy without  being obtrusive.

Despite minimal dialog and the slightness, almost absence of a plot, Good for Nothing kept me watching. But I did think to myself that a writer would struggle to achieve a novelization without injecting more story substance. And it might be near impossible to convey in words the sheer impact of spectacular landscapes and brooding atmosphere.

Conclusion? This was an excellent showcase for modern film-making techniques rather than storytelling. As one YouTube viewer comments, “The screenplay for this film fits on a single sheet of paper.”

It's a huge pity Westerns are not being made in New Zealand today. The opportunities are probably still present as far as locations and talent go, but it looks like the will and the money are not.

Let’s end with a question! “Any producer out there looking for a first-draft, unused Western screenplay...?”

— Chap O’Keefe.

Hibiscus Coast,

New Zealand.
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Rebel Hell
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It happened in the most desolate and mountainous part of Colorado — and it had everything and nothing to do with the War Between the States and the sacking and burning of a town in Kansas, close to the Missouri border, nigh on twenty years earlier.

That was the night Tod Larraby, then in his late teens but wise in and aged by the cruel lessons of civil war, learned he was running with scum.

The small, gray-clad troop to which he belonged had latterly been taken into the Confederate regular army along with the rest of the lauded guerrilla force celebrated by the civilian population of the South as Quantrill’s Raiders.

The fast-mounted Rebels surprised the Yankee sentries at the Kansas town’s railroad yard, an important Union communications and supply depot. After a crackle of musketry and a flashing of sabers, the blue-uniformed opposition was overwhelmed and the sheds torched.

The mission was ostensibly accomplished when one of the Reb band yelled, “Let’s hurrah the goddamn town!”

The cry was taken up and the bloodlusting unit went clattering toward the lights along the straggling main street. Colt revolvers stabbed flame into the darkness.

The young Larraby, bemused, trailed in his fellows’ wake, eating the dust stirred up by their horses’ pounding hoofs.

Panic seized the already trembling town. Men tumbled out of their homes and places of entertainment. Some carried firearms and tried to pick off the raiders as they stormed through the yellow patches of lamplight. Not one Larraby saw succeeded and many were themselves cut down by the rampaging Southerners’ indiscriminate bullets.

One reeling townsman, possibly a drunk, was ridden down under the stomping, iron-clad hoofs of a Confederate horse.

In the darkness, Larraby gasped. This was bringing needless death and destruction upon hapless civilians. And where was the glory in that?

Windows crashed in and a burning pitch-brand set a saloon afire. In seconds, it seemed, the place was engulfed in orange flame. An adjacent saddlery shop began to burn, and soon the fire was leaping from building to building.

Larraby observed a young woman, scarcely much older than himself, run out into the street, her skirt licked by flames and trailing smoke.

“Help me! Save me!” she cried, her shrill voice choking.

“C’mon, Quincy — yuh hears the girl!” a Rebel trooper shouted. He swung down from his horse and rushed to tear the burning garment from her back.

“I reckon!” Quincy, who’d been riding stirrup-to-stirrup with him, also dismounted and ran to help, while a third Reb held their loose horses.

Larraby thought that perhaps some sanity still prevailed among his companions. But to his horror the pair on foot continued to disrobe the girl, ripping at her petticoats and camisole. When she was buck naked, the first of them, visibly aroused with his manhood stretching the gray fabric at his crotch, unbuckled his belt. Covered by the second, who flourished his Colt at dismayed onlookers, he hurriedly took their victim in the dust of the street.

Then the pair changed places.

A protesting townie who dared to lift a Sharps rifle was shot dead.

All through the ordeal, the unfortunate girl screamed in fear-filled frenzy.

Larraby was sickened. The atrocity was inexcusable, even for the high-spirited young Southern gentlemen who had flocked to join Quantrill’s irregular fighters.

And more was to follow. While Larraby slunk into the shadows secretly appalled, his hit-and-run band indulged in an orgy of thuggery and looting.

The Missouri-Kansas conflict predated the Civil War proper, but the expression of its hatred had been largely in barn burnings and the exchange of hasty shots. That night the riffraff in gray were brutal and murderous. They raised every imaginable hell.

“Savages!” Larraby muttered, his youthful, soft-whiskered lip quivering with outrage. “No — worse than savages!”

He vowed that when the war was over, and whoever won, he would have done with all such ungodly escapades and their perpetrators. He would forget this apprenticeship in terror and blood-spilling and rape. He would put away his Colt .44 and walk the paths of civilization and peace.

But after the surrender at Appomattox things didn’t work out that way.

*        *        *
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The late-afternoon sun was throwing the purple shadows of the Rocky Mountains across the sprawl of oddly assorted buildings that was Silver Leaf when Tod Larraby entered the main street. He rode unhurriedly. At an altitude of nine thousand something feet, Larraby — a man feeling the chills of approaching middle age — was still getting himself acclimatized to the thin, high country air, and the trail he’d ridden to the raw mining boom town had been long and wearying.

But Larraby sat his saddle head high, undwarfed by his troubles, fatigue and the bleak backdrop of towering, near-bald crags that overhung Silver Leaf to the west.

He simply breathed a thankful sigh ... and hoped. His bay mount shook its drooping head and blew a snort through distended nostrils, scenting the smelter smoke that cast an acrid pall over this new place.

Among those who observed the arrival of tired man and tired horse was town marshal Vince Addams. He saw the restrained lift of the tall stranger’s chest when he sighed; he noted the width of shoulder and the lithe muscularity of Larraby’s legs as he swung down from the bay and patiently slackened the cinch under the beast’s sweat-marked belly. All these things had their eloquence. They suggested to Addams a man forced to run from some irresolvable problem, despite uncommon strength and capability.

Addams fingered the abundant black mustache that swept its wings above his hard trap of a mouth. Nothing was ever a sure thing, of course, and he’d need to play it smart. Not any drifter down on his luck would be ready to leap at what he had to offer. For a fact, most with savvy would be apt to turn him down. It was surely not a chore he would relish doing himself — which was exactly why he needed a prospect like this, a man who knew how to travel the frontier wilderness, who could handle trouble, but looked an acceptable cut above an out-and-out saddle bum.

At random, you could not pick a hombre better suited than the one he would later learn was named Tod Larraby.

The stranger led his horse past Addams’s office window, and the hollow-cheeked marshal drew back into the shadows. He didn’t want to be seen subjecting the fellow to his narrow-eyed, searching gaze.

Addams saw a smooth-shaven face, presently shadowed with a maybe two-day stubble, set in an expression of granite hardness. Steel-gray eyes were coldly sardonic under the wide brim of a high-crowned Stetson. The odd twist of the stranger’s mouth suggested an habitual bitterness.

There was also a vague familiarity about these features, and Addams wondered.

If his hunch was right, then a stroke of luck had come his way. Maybe it wouldn’t be so hard to persuade this stranger after all ...

Larraby was in the livery barn for a spell. He unsaddled the bay and pulled free the other tack himself. He saw the horse led into one of the stalls and gave money and orders for the twelve-hundred-pound gelding to be curried and brushed and given just so much grain.

These things he did with a care, but the hostler, who read men almost as well as he read horses, detected an absence in his manner, like it was a routine the new arrival had run through many times before in many different places.

“Stayin’ hyar in Silver Leaf fer long?”

Larraby smiled bleakly. “Depends. A man needs opportunity.”

The hostler appraised Larraby’s clothes and his saddle. His faded garb suggested he might be a wandering cowpuncher, but his saddle, all creaking leather and battered brass, wasn’t ideally built for working with cattle. It looked more like a cavalry saddle than a stock saddle.

“The work hyar’s in the mines. Yuh don’t look no part o’ the silver rush crowd, mister.”

“I take what I can find,” Larraby said, his deep, soft voice still guarded.

The hostler’s look slipped to the solid Army .44 revolver, stowed in the worn holster at the stranger’s hip. He shrugged. “Don’t we all? As a youngker, I was a trapper m’self, but thar ain’t so much o’ thet hereabouts no more. ’Tain’t good fur country that fills up with diggin’s an’ tents. Yuh needs it wild an’ mighty thinly settled.”

Larraby listened, and said, “You know these parts from way back?”

The subtle prompting got the oldster going. “Why, yuh c’d still be a chicken an’ know the old times in Silver Leaf. Minin’ towns grow kinda sudden, yuh know?”

Larraby nodded. Transitions from mining camps of rough hovels to thriving modern towns, sometimes complete with gaslights and imposing opera houses, were characteristically frantic and often took less than a handful of years. During that time, the first men would be drawn by the potential for individual gain, but as deeper, more complicated operations were entered into, the work called for engineering expertise and capital investment.

Soon, populations would swell to tens of thousands. Larraby knew, and counted on the fact, that not all the newcomers were necessarily miners or their dependants. There would be those who served the miners’ needs and those who preyed on their weaknesses. Beside the refinements of churches, schools, and libraries, thrown together with truly remarkable haste, would stand saloons and gambling halls and houses of prostitution — sometimes uncomfortably cheek-by-jowl as testimony to lack of planning and speed of growth.

“It’s nacheral to forgit the town ain’t no more than a mewlin’ infant, less’n ten years born,” the hostler went on. “First off, folks were crawlin’ all over the mountains, tappin’ most ev’ry outcroppin’ of rock, scarin’ off the beavers an’ all sich critters. It was considerable bad med’cine fer them in the fur trade.”

Larraby clucked sympathetically. “Times change.”

“Don’t they? Many o’ my friends went broke or lit a shuck outa the territory.”

“So now it’s the miners’ country,” Larraby said.

The hostler scorned the idea. “Naw ... they ain’t got no use fer the half of it! It’s desolate land, mister, all canyons an’ rock-littered mountainsides. In winter, when the snow comes, thar’s no gittin’ in or out. It’s the back o’ beyond awright. Hell, the minin’ bosses done left it to the trash — the fiddle-foots an’ desperadoes.”

“Sure sounds an unhealthy place!”

“Damned right it is, mister.” The livery man’s bright eyes slitted shrewdly. “Unless yuh happen to be ridin’ the owlhoot trail yuhself. The hardcases’ve got theirselfs a dandy hideout up thar someplace. They call it the Camp. Only the outlaws know jest where it is. The lawman or bounty hunter thet’s found it has never come back alive, that’s a fact.”

Larraby frowned. “Hmm ...” he mused. “Is this the hole-in-the-wall ramrodded by Jet Konaskis? Kind of a floating population of wanted men — led by a real ugly cuss with nothing to lose or gain? If it is, word has gotten outside this neck of the woods.”

“Konaskis ... Yeah, thet’s the bastard’s name. I seen ’im once. A big dev’l with a black beard down to his chest an’ a harelip. Mean. God-awful mean.”

“Ain’t no sense in shoving on thataways then,” Larraby said with a nod toward the wide, open doors of the barn and the view of the mountains.

The old man trudged up to the entrance and spat out into the roadway. “A body’s safe to ride out thar a piece — long as he don’t go to sniffin’ off the main trails, I guess.”

Larraby hefted his warbag. “Waal, thank you kindly for the advice, old timer. I ain’t planning on moving on a-whiles, but I’ll remember what you say.”

Wearily, slightly stiff-legged, Larraby went on down the street, past several false-fronted stores to a genuine two-floored brick building placed in a dominant position where a cross street met the main. A balcony supported on carved and fretted posts embellished it at the upper level on the visible sides facing the streets. Lettering painted on the brickwork above the angled corner entrance bestowed the elaborate-looking structure with the high-sounding name of The Grand Hotel.

Larraby debated with himself whether he should look for more modest lodging. The weight of the coin in his pocket put no strain on studs or stitches, and his greenbacks were folded together rather than rolled. But what the hell, he was a lone wolf feeling his years. He hankered after some comfort. More, he thought ruefully; nothing less than a change in his situation. Pursued by a reputation, he was sick of skipping from one range to another and needed an honest job.

He pushed at one of the big, oaken double doors and met unexpected resistance.

Intent on going on in, Larraby exerted more force. His muscle prevailed and the double-hinged door swung back.

Larraby found himself standing face to face with a thick-set gent in a dark, three-piece city suit. An ostentatious gold watch chain stretched across his barrel chest, and an unnatural flush of liquor and frustration across his mutton-chopped visage.

Clearly, the man within had been trying to come out at the same time as Larraby
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