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Epigraph

It wasn’t that I liked being in Archer County so much—sometimes I hated it. But I was just tied up with it; whatever happened there was happening to me, even if I wasn’t there to see it. The country might not be very nice and the people might be onery; but it was my country and my people, and no other country was; no other people, either. You do better staying with what’s your own, even if it’s hard.

—Gid in Larry McMurtry’s Leaving Cheyenne

A place belongs forever to whoever claims it hardest, remembers it most obsessively, wrenches it from itself, shapes it, renders it, loves it so radically that he remakes it in his image.

—Joan Didion, The White Album

Larry was not an open book, but his library was.

—Michael Stevens, Just Larry: Unpacking My Larry McMurtry Collection
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Prologue Larry McMurtry for Sale


Memorial Day 2023

In a strip mall near the San Antonio airport, across from Margaritas to Go, the personal possessions of the most famous writer in Texas are about to be auctioned in three hundred lots. Larry McMurtry, the only person to win both a Pulitzer Prize for fiction and an Academy Award for screenwriting, has been dead for two years. There have been plenty of tributes to the man and his work. He created some of the most memorable characters in a state that, more than any other, loves to contemplate the hardship and romance of its history. Larry told Texans and the world what Texas was and what it wanted to be.

That was his art. This holiday afternoon is about something cruder: the cash value of his legacy. As a boy, Larry drove cattle to market. Now he is going to market himself.

To get the bidders in a bidding mood, there is an open bar serving his favorite drink, Dr Pepper, as well as harder stuff. There is a machine making popcorn and a preview catalog sprinkled with quotations from his work. There is a video tribute that was shot in Archer City, the village near the Red River where the writer was born into a family he liked to describe as “cowboys first and last.”

His uncles worked for the great Panhandle ranches when they were young, exulting in their freedom from the mundane world, and went on to accumulate sizable spreads of their own. They were the inspiration for Lonesome Dove, Larry’s epic trail drive novel that had millions of readers and then tens of millions of viewers as a beloved television miniseries. Its theme song is played at weddings and funerals. Texans name their horses and children after the characters and sometimes their saloons and streets.

Larry wrote Lonesome Dove to understand his father. Jeff McMurtry, born in the last year of the nineteenth century, was a cowboy in an age that had no use for cowboys. He worked the stubborn land for seventy years and loved it beyond reason but was perpetually in debt to the bank. The West was a graveyard for many and for many more a graveyard of dreams, a point Larry tried to make in the novel but never quite got across. “I thought I had written1 about a harsh time and some pretty harsh people, but, to the public at large, I had produced something closer to an idealization; instead of a poor-man’s Inferno, filled with violence, faithlessness and betrayal, I had actually delivered a kind of Gone with the Wind of the West,” he said ruefully.

Archer City was where Larry riled his neighbors by depicting them as horndogs and buffoons in The Last Picture Show, his classic account of growing up miserable in a rural community drained of energy and spirit. As a boy, he survived by reading, sending himself into another, better world. In Fort Worth for a track meet, he sneaked away and took a bus to Barber’s, a used and rare bookshop. There he impulsively, randomly bought Rogue Herries by Hugh Walpole, a popular and well-regarded English writer of the early twentieth century whose books occupied an entire shelf. Larry made it through only one chapter before giving up, hopelessly bored. It was an inauspicious beginning to a lifetime of compulsive book buying and reading without restraint.

When he was flush from Lonesome Dove he bought the biggest house in Archer City, stuffing it with twenty-eight thousand books, and acquired four empty buildings around the town square. As the combined punch of the internet and high real estate prices began to push out renowned bookstores and booksellers across the country, Larry bought up their stock. The acquisitions included Allan Milkerit Books in San Francisco, the Phoenix in New York, Detering in Houston, Dutton’s in Los Angeles and, right down the road, Barber’s. The other Walpole books were still there, waiting. Larry brought a half million books to Archer City and personally priced each one.

For twenty-five years McMurtry’s Booked Up was one of the largest and certainly among the most interesting bookstores in the country, as well as a heartland tourist destination as alluring as the Cadillac Ranch in Amarillo or the Corn Palace in South Dakota. People came to see it to say they saw it and in the hopes of seeing the unpredictable Texan who, however unwillingly, embodied the state.

I went there, bought books, wrote about the experience and started reading the books he wrote. Finally, I met Larry. I became a regular in Archer City and in his complicated life from the late 1990s until he died. I was a crony and confidant despite being male (he didn’t trust men), a newspaper reporter (he found them ridiculous), and a potential biographer (like reporters, but malevolent).

My obsession with books overcame all that. He hoped I would move to Archer City and start my own store, pushing the community one step further into becoming a full-fledged book town, but I feel like my body is about to explode when the temperature tops 80 degrees, which makes Texas an unlikely place for me. Larry cheerfully told me my income would drop by 90 percent. That had no appeal either.

At unexpected moments, he would call. “Hi, it’s me,” he would say, and then sigh. His health was shaky. He thought electroconvulsive therapy had gotten a bad reputation from the 1975 film One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, based on the novel by his good friend Ken Kesey. In the movie, Jack Nicholson plays a guy named McMurphy whose spirit is broken by involuntary shock treatments.2 Larry credited the therapy with saving his life, or at least his sanity. In 2011, as the treatments continued, Larry married Ken’s widow, Faye. His life was filled with strange turns like that.

If he called and didn’t catch me he would talk anyway, straight into voicemail, filling up the entire two minutes. His ailments were unusual. “I stand up and I feel like I’m rising, rising, like a balloon,” he said. “I’ve talked to a few doctors about it and they don’t know what to do.” The doctors had not read Somebody’s Darling, Larry’s 1978 novel about a movie director named Jill Peel. Jill is trying to sleep in a Texas motel and discovers an inexplicable space between her and the bed. “I felt like I was floating,” she says. Larry’s life often imitated his fiction and his fiction was inspired by his life, but he was an instinctive writer who forgot each page as soon as it came out of the typewriter so he never realized any of this.

During the many years of our conversations, I moved from Washington, D.C., to California, got married (Larry’s present was a copy of Lonesome Dove in Mandarin, a language neither I nor my bride could read), moved to Chicago, had a daughter, and then moved back to California, dragging five hundred boxes of books along the way. Although I never pushed the idea, Larry told friends he expected me to overcome at last his deep aversion to biographers and write a book about him.

It would have been too simple, too straightforward for Larry to tell me that. In 2019, when he was well into his eighties and time was drawing short, I went to Archer City. I asked him to endorse the idea of my writing a book about him. He said he’d have to think about it. He wrote on a blank sheet of paper, “David has to charm these people,” and listed a few names. All had been sworn to silence years before. It was like being given an impossible task in a fairy tale: Bring me the witch’s broom.

He went back to work. A nurse was following him around Booked Up but he sneaked away to the back to price some books for a few minutes without supervision. That was always when he was the happiest—not writing, not reading, and certainly not talking to fans, but pricing. He would heft a volume, reach an intuitive conclusion while it was still in motion, and scribble a figure on the flyleaf as it came to rest. He never looked anything up. Books he deemed not good enough to wait patiently for a buyer got immediately tossed. Booked Up carried only good books.

The San Antonio auction has books, and it also has things. Some of the non-book items are a bit bizarre, like a stained pin-striped suit. Larry, who wore blue jeans to the Oscars, was not much for fancy dress. The auction catalog advances no theories for the suit’s existence or the nature of its stains.

Even the books are a little weird. Larry would usually put his bookplate—the McMurtry brand, in the shape of a stirrup—on his own copies. But some of these books don’t have even that, despite being touted as “his personal copies of his landmark books.” Lonesome Dove bears only a scrawled signature, just like a half dozen copies being hawked on the internet. Picture Show displays an address sticker from a previous owner, meaning Larry picked it up secondhand. Literary Life, a skimpy volume of recollections I am nevertheless fond of because it was dedicated to me, contains a receipt from a thrift store.

The strangest and in some ways most revelatory book on offer is the Archer City school yearbook for 1954, the year Larry graduated. The senior class had twenty-two students, too small an enrollment for anyone to hide. Larry is the only boy wearing glasses. He is also the only boy whose listed activities do not include football.3 The Archer football team had a lousy season in Larry’s senior year, winning only two out of nine games. That embarrassment would make its way into Picture Show.

The yearbook, called The Wildcat, abounds with inscriptions from teachers and fellow students. These tributes are not to Larry but to someone named Maurice Strawn, who was a freshman in 1954: Larry’s yearbook was not Larry’s yearbook. Mary Slack Webb, an old friend of Larry’s and the former proprietor of the Lonesome Dove Inn in Archer City, told me Strawn was living in Oklahoma City. When I called him, the first thing he brought up wasn’t the novels or even the movies. “Larry didn’t play football,” Strawn said. Refusing to participate in the Texas state religion marks you for life.

In 2013, Strawn recalled, he saw an ad seeking copies of The Wildcat for 1954. The buyer was an entrepreneur who was making an exhibit of some sort, doubtless about Larry, and Strawn, clearly not sentimental about high school, was happy to make a few bucks. Somehow the book ended up back in Archer City in an antique store. Faye McMurtry bought it for her husband after he expressed a casual interest in having his yearbook again.

All these books lie under glass in the center of the auction room. At the edge of the crammed exhibit area beckon many more volumes on open shelves, drawn from the whole of Texas literature and history. These are not books that Larry ever owned. Indeed, he never saw two-thirds of the things for sale today. The canny auctioneers are following the McMurtry lots with hundreds more, featuring furniture, Western wear, guns, knives, deer antler chandeliers, stoneware, stuffed animals, art, neon beer signs, and lots of books, by Larry and others.

Larry McMurtry created modern Texas literature, and even after his death he is keeping the literary economy going. The idea is that unsuccessful bidders for McMurtry items might stick around to make sure they go home with something. If you can’t get Larry’s copy of Lonesome Dove, you could get a copy of Lonesome Dove sold at the McMurtry auction. To make sure everyone gets a shot, there are six of them.

Many of the writers featured here were friends of Larry’s or feuded with him or were overshadowed by his success. Quite a few, like Dorothy Scarborough, were championed by him. She wrote about the inequities of cotton farming, the life of Texas women and Black folklore—none of them approved topics in early twentieth-century Texas. She was vilified in her rural hometown, just like Larry would be decades later. Can’t Get a Red Bird, Scarborough’s 1929 novel set among the East Texas cotton farmers and chronicling their struggle for a better deal, has never been reprinted, which makes the copy in this auction a genuine rarity.

There is a stack of well-thumbed books by J. Frank Dobie, the venerated folklorist who was adored or at least respected by practically everyone in mid-century Texas. In December 1959, Dobie read Larry’s review in The Houston Post of The Henry Miller Reader and sent it to the president of the Texas Institute of Letters. “This newspaper critic can think4; he can write; he knows. Who is he?” Dobie wrote.

It was an impressive act of talent-spotting, considering Larry had hardly published anything. But the admiration didn’t flow in both directions. Larry wrote in 1968 that Dobie’s celebrated books on longhorns, mustangs, cows, coyotes and rattlesnakes were “repetitious, poorly organized, and5, for the most part, dull.” The attack shocked Texans. They considered it an attack on themselves, which it was.

The auction has a copy of Andy Adams’s The Log of a Cowboy, the 1903 account that was a major influence on Larry in writing Lonesome Dove. Though sold as a true-life chronicle, the Adams volume was later discovered by scholars to be highly fictionalized. It’s a Texas tradition. This Memorial Day, the history of Larry McMurtry is being reinvented. “This is where he based so much of his life, so much of his best work,” the narrator of the biographical video says over some lovely drone shots of Archer City. “It’s also where he died. Right here in Archer City.” That’s not true, even if the video emphatically asserts it twice.

All good Texans should die in Texas or, failing that, return to Texas after their death. That was what Gus, the retired Texas Ranger who is the hero of Lonesome Dove, wants when he is dying in Montana. He tells Captain Call to bury him in a little grove of live oaks on the banks of the southern Guadalupe where he had picnics with his girlfriend Clara. “We had our happiness in Texas,” Gus says. “It was my best happiness too.”

Whether Larry McMurtry had his best happiness in Texas is a question he spent a lifetime asking, and it is one of the subjects of this book. “His heart was in Texas but he had a hard time living there,” said Faye McMurtry. Even those who knew him best were puzzled by the state’s hold on him. “I never thought he’d return6 to Archer City,” said Marcia Carter, one of his great loves, a third-generation Texan who left the state before she was thirty and never lived there again. “It’s so small and limited. There was no reason to go back.”

When I saw Larry that last time, happily pricing books in his bookstore, he abruptly lost his balance and took a tumble. I picked him back up, no easy task. Two days later, after I left Texas, he called and said he had thought about my request that he endorse my plans to write about him. He said he was in fine shape and had his own plans for the next couple of years. He wasn’t ready to give permission for me or anyone else to dig around in his life. We didn’t talk much after that, partly because it was impossible to understand his Parkinson’s-ravaged voice.

Larry wanted his remains to spend eternity in the one place in Texas he loved without qualification: his bookstore. People would come see his ashes, take a selfie and—this was the point—buy some damn books. He was a bookseller and a Texan to the end, despite the inconvenience of dying far from his books in the Tucson townhouse he shared with Faye.

A few words would fix that problem, Larry thought. “Even if I die in Tucson, let’s just say I died in Texas,” he told his writing partner, Diana Ossana. It was one final fiction from a writer who reworked reality until he lost the ability to say what was true, a common fate for novelists.

In Lonesome Dove, Gus says, “I doubt it matters where you die, but it matters where you live.” Larry felt differently. If you’re the greatest writer in Texas, there’s no romance to dying7 in Arizona.

At noon, the auction begins. There are seventy-five bidders in the room, young and old, male and female, many of the men wearing cowboy hats. The serious action is online, where three thousand people are registered and primed to buy. Hollywood glamour, the heroic Texas past, immortal fame, epic storytelling—it’s all here. Prices immediately soar far beyond the estimates.

A paperback of his first novel, Horseman, Pass By—retitled Hud after the movie and with a picture of Paul Newman on the cover—is signed in Larry’s trademark why-are-you-bothering-me scrawl. It is estimated to go for $600 to $1,000, which would have been a lot, but achieves an astounding $10,200. The signed Lonesome Dove fetches $12,000. A leatherbound collector’s edition of Lonesome Dove and its three sequels, signed at a reunion by a few stars of the miniseries, goes for $36,000. Maurice Strawn’s yearbook gets $1,560. Someone pays $240 for the stained suit.

Faye McMurtry is watching the internet feed from her apartment in Eugene, Oregon. Forty lots in, she texts me that “this auction has already doubled what Larry got for three buildings worth of books” when he held his own auction in Archer City in 2012. Some of the items are wedding gifts. Although she has no financial stake in their sale, Faye is content to see them go. The only souvenir she saved from their marriage was a commemorative six-pack of Dr Pepper, which occupies a shelf of honor in her kitchen.

As the auction house hoped, the books that weren’t owned by Larry are pulled along into the frenzy. A signed later printing of Lonesome Dove brings $4,800, ten times what the buyer could have found it for on the internet. The bedraggled Frank Dobie books fetch $3,900, proving the folklorist still has his fans despite Larry’s assertion that by this point he would be as obscure as, say, Dorothy Scarborough. But even her book sells. Everything sells. The luster of Larry McMurtry and Texas shines late into the night. As Larry wrote in Roads (2000), “Love ends, life ends, but the flow of objects goes on forever.”

He had a sharp eye for the way value is created by gilding an object with stories. In Moving On (1970), Larry’s most problematic and in some ways most personal novel, a fellow named Charlie Rawlins has a walk-on part. Charlie sells relics from the Texas past including branding irons, which he manufactures brand new in a factory in East Texas. It’s too expensive to find the real thing anymore, he explains, which means there’s no way to fill the demand for relics with actual relics. “You know there’s six thousand antique stores in Texas alone, not to mention Arkansas and Louisiana? Where you gonna find that many kerosene lamps and wagon wheels? I tried to buy some rusty old branding irons from a man the other day and the son of a bitch wanted five dollars a piece from them. I can make ’em for two and a half, already rusted. It’s a scramble, I tell you.”

Larry never had a public memorial service but this auction was the one he would have wished for: His myth was embellished, the truth obscured, and books were everywhere. Larry was a reader, a writer, a collector, a forager, a salesman, a servant and champion of the printed word during its last and best golden age, the era from 1950 to 2000 when novelists like him were at the apex of the culture. He wrote his books on his beloved Hermes typewriters—more than a dozen of them featured in the auction. Larry never surrendered to the seductions of the computer. The virtual world didn’t interest him. He opened boxes of books and priced the contents until his body literally could not do it anymore. He placed the volumes on shelves and expected people to come inspect them and take a few home in the ancient rhythm of bookselling. If you had to move your body and look, he believed, you would find more than you were looking for.

Booked Up was a store but it also was a monument to the time when printed volumes were everywhere—in paperbacks at the drugstore and thick hardcovers in burgeoning university libraries, piled in the back of junk shops, stuffed in vast emporiums without proper light or ventilation in rotting downtowns. Books conveyed information to some and offered entertainment to many and were an engine of passion for a few, like Larry. He once defined a compulsive collector as someone who had to buy books to stay sane, and he met that standard every day of his adult life.

In the postwar golden age, a book was a sacred object. “Reading was the most profound way8 to deepen your knowledge of existence,” said Norman Mailer, looking back from the early 1980s, when things had already begun to change. “So writers were respected more. They were more important. We’re moving from writing into electronic circuitry, television, computers. Print, as such, is going to disappear. It’s a long way from going away, but there is a point where the act of reading a book may become a rare luxury, equal to eating Russian caviar.”

The digital tide washed away much of book culture but for years Larry rejected Mailer’s conclusion. “Maybe Amazon is just a bubble,”9 he mused in 2012, when the retailer and its newfangled Kindle reading devices seemed triumphant. “I wouldn’t say it’s settled forever. E-books could be just a bubble.” It was partly faith, partly habit, partly stubbornness. Books could change a life. They certainly changed his. They got him out of Archer City, gave him something to hold on to, and eventually brought him back to Archer City, all of which fed his own writing.

They changed my life too. Writing about books gave me a career in journalism. I interviewed twenty-two Nobel laureates in literature. Books brought me to Archer City, and then back again and again. Other places too, wondrous places. I scouted books in Paris, Venice, Vancouver, Istanbul, Baghdad as the occupation unfurled in the summer of 2003. Why would we let them disappear?

The strange thing is that the only item I bid on at the auction wasn’t a book.

“Small Western style saddle, tan brown leather, tooled borders of simple geometric shapes, metal studs, wood stirrups,” the description said. I realized it was not just a random saddle but Larry’s own, the saddle he’d been excited to find draped over the mailbox when he was four years old. As he grew up, he was less excited to get up before dawn and work in the McMurtry pastures. Hated it, actually. Yet he cared enough about cowboys to write Lonesome Dove, and he cared enough about that first saddle to keep it for seventy-five years. It merited a special shelf in his house. There was only one other bidder, and she quickly dropped out. I got it for $2,400—a bargain, it seemed to me. “Good for you,” Faye texted. “Larry was really fond of that saddle. I’m glad someone has it who knows the story.”

By the time Larry died on March 25, 2021, I knew many stories about him, and I was inspired to go out and look for others in university archives, self-published pamphlets, long-out-of-print books, newspapers that were no longer in business, and in the recollections of his friends. In his best work he was a great American storyteller, and I sought the roots of that. As with the saddle, I wanted to rescue things that were hidden or even scorned, and to see beyond his self-inventions.

One summer day at Booked Up I found a first edition of The Quest for Corvo, a masterpiece of biographical inquiry written in the early 1930s by A. J. A. Symons, an English bon vivant and an extraordinarily persistent fellow. His subject was born in London as Frederick Rolfe in 1860 but reinvented himself as Baron Corvo because it made him seem grander and more mysterious. Rolfe was a Roman Catholic convert who wanted to be pope and wrote a novel, Hadrian the Seventh, imagining how it would happen. Rolfe was a rascal and a crank with a gift for converting his friends to enemies and whose biggest enemy was himself. He had a keen interest in the youth of Venice, where he came to an unseemly end in 1913. Symons had sympathy for Rolfe but was unswayed by his deceits and blandishments.

It was too hot for scanning the stacks, so I read The Quest instead. Larry and I talked about it as we drove across what seemed like half of Texas, looking for dinner. I said someone should do The Quest for McMurtry—his life, of course, but also the people, living and dead, who made him what he was. I’d like to think he smiled although you can bet it was really a grimace.








Chapter One Ancestors


MacMurrie, McMurtrie, McMurtry, McMurtray, McMurtrey—whatever the spelling, the families bearing this name originally hailed from Scotland. Old chronicles record the name Moutrie or Moultrie as being introduced to northern Britain in the eleventh century during the reign of Malcolm III, later to gain everlasting fame as the true king in Macbeth. The name traces its origins to the Gaelic muirceartach, a portmanteau of the words for sea and just. Thus: protector at sea or admiral. Mac or Mc means son of, so McMurtry would be son of a sea navigator.

Or so the legends go as recorded in a late twentieth-century McMurtry family genealogy, an oversize four-hundred-page effort that was the work of many years and many hands, though not Larry’s. He scorned the knowable past, which is odd because the long history of the family sheds so much light on his writing. His ancestors—explorers, pioneers, seekers, renegades, blackguards, killers, victims and heroes—might have stepped out of a McMurtry novel.

If the genealogy is accurate, names are not destiny. Larry said when he was scripting Raise the Titanic in 1978 that the only boat he had ever been on was the Galveston ferry, and there’s little evidence that salt water ran in the veins of anyone else in the family. E. D. McMurtry, one of Larry’s cowboy uncles, was typical: He never saw the ocean until his children took him to the Gulf of Mexico when he was eighty. Laconic in the McMurtry tradition, E.D.’s only comment was, “Wow.”1

The McMurtry line that ended up in Archer City got its start in South Ayrshire, a region southwest of Glasgow. Family researchers have traced dozens of graves of people with the surname McMurtrie to this lonely expanse between the forests and the sea. In many ways, South Ayrshire is like north central Texas: sparsely populated, agricultural, poor, out of the way of everyone and everything. One big difference: It’s much greener.

When King James I established the Plantation of Ulster in the early 1600s to colonize what is now Northern Ireland with settlers loyal to him and not the Gaelic chiefs, the McMurtry families saw no reason to stay in Scotland. Once they landed in Ireland, they generally stayed in counties Down and Antrim. They could practically see ancestral Ayrshire.

Ireland was even greener than Scotland but a problematic place in which to settle. It was hostile territory, with the Scots sandwiched between the Anglican elite and the peasantry. Andrew Stuart, a Scottish minister who settled in Donaghadee in County Down in the mid-seventeenth century, did not think much of his fellow transplants,2 calling them “scum.” In Scotland, Stuart said, “going for Ireland was looked on as a miserable mark of a deplorable person.”

Deprivation was routine and religious strife frequent. The Williamite War in 1689 between Protestants and Catholics killed as many as twenty-five thousand people. A famine in Scotland in the late 1690s sent another influx to Ulster, straining resources there. The Scots-Irish took matters into their own hands and emigrated continuously to the American colonies in the eighteenth century, the McMurtrys among the first to go. Maybe there would finally be enough to eat in the New World.

After the ocean was safely crossed, they didn’t linger on the coast. They never lingered anywhere. “When the McMurtrys had a chance to see what the grass looked like on the other side of the hill, they would generally take it,” said Steven McMurtry, a family historian. From New Jersey and Philadelphia and South Carolina, they pushed inland, into the killing fields. “From the very first the exterminationist—we would now say genocidal—impulse was there,” Larry wrote in The New York Review of Books in 1999. “Large numbers of the invaders simply wanted to kill all the natives, that being the simplest and quickest way to get their land.” His forebears were foot soldiers, sometimes literally, in this long and brutal effort.



In Ireland, the Scots uneasily inhabited the border country between the ruling powers and the colonized. In America, they played the same role. They were frontier folk, the shock troops of westward expansion. “They demanded that government support them in acquiring land and fighting Indians, at the same time that they insisted that government not interfere in their lives,” Colin Calloway wrote in Hard Neighbors:The Scotch-Irish Invasion of Native America and the Making of an American Identity. The Scots had more in common with the natives than they did with the white folks back in Boston and New York, Calloway notes: “Like the native people they encountered and dispossessed, the Scotch-Irish were a ‘betwixt’ people, inhabiting contested spaces and buffeted by forces unleashed by those who viewed them as barbarous and expendable.”

John McMurtry is the first forebear that any stories cling to, however faintly. He was the brother of Larry’s great-great-great-great grandfather, born about 1748 in the Shenandoah Valley of Virginia and then venturing to Kentucky in 1770 with his wife, Mary, and their four children. They settled near the confluence of the Kentucky River, the Dix River and a creek called Cedar Branch, about ten miles southwest of what is now Lexington.

The stories handed down about Captain John feature violence stripped of meaning or redemption. In a 1907 family chronicle3 Myra Madison McMurtry offered a tale that, she said, “throws into relief the stalwart character” of Captain John:

The Indians are attacking. We are not told why. John’s cousin William McMurtry is loading his gun when an Indian bullet takes off the end of his finger. “Never mind, Cousin William,” says Captain John. “I have killed six Indians and here goes for the seventh.”

Conflict was continual. In 1782 members of the Wyandot, Shawnee, and other tribes plus a detachment of Butler’s Rangers, an English Loyalist group with a reputation for ruthlessness, briefly laid siege to Bryan Station, a fortified settlement not far from the McMurtry home. The attackers, estimated at more than three hundred, dispersed when they learned a force of Kentucky militia was heading their way. Captain John was a militia member. So was Daniel Boone, already something of a frontier legend.

The white men, whose ranks numbered fewer than two hundred, reached the station and set off in pursuit. When they arrived at the Licking River, Boone cautioned against crossing because he feared an ambush. But Major Hugh McGary, who could never endure the presence of the enemy without instantly engaging in battle, gave a loud whoop. He spurred his horse into the water, waved his hat, and cried, “Let all who are not cowards, follow me!” They did, but Boone was right. The battle of Blue Licks ended with fifty or more of the militia killed, including Boone’s son Israel. McMurtry was luckier: He was captured, loaded with spoils, and marched north with two other men.

As the Collins history of Kentucky (revised edition, 1884) tells it, “the prisoners were condemned to be burned.” Captain John beseeched the Almighty into action. Then, a miracle: “The storm cloud broke and the torrent from above extinguished the fires . . . the savages were struck with awe and reverence, and dared not relight the fire.” McMurtry’s good fortune held. After being taken to Montreal, he was exchanged in a prisoner swap. The men made their way home, where they were received, Collins says, “almost as men from the dead.”

Clashes between Natives and invaders in Ohio and Kentucky continued through the 1780s. Josiah Harmar, a hard-drinking Pennsylvanian4 who was under the impression that Native tribes would fight in disciplined ranks like Prussians, became general of a federal regiment—in essence, the country’s first peacetime army. He was dispatched to the wilderness to enforce order, even as he cynically admitted that all treaties were “vain and ineffectual.” The land was worth looting, a veritable Eden for those with long memories of ancestors starving in Europe. “Venison, two or three inches deep cut of fat, turkey at one pence per pound, buffalo in abundance and catfish of one hundred pounds that are by no means exaggerated,” General Harmar enthused.

Fort Harmar, across the Ohio River from West Virginia, was the first frontier fort built in Ohio. In June 1788, General Harmar reported that in the previous six months, six thousand settlers or more had passed through looking for their own piece of paradise. “The Emigration,” he wrote, “is almost incredible.” The resistance was fierce, however, and Harmar a better glutton than soldier. In 1790, he tried to take the capital of the Miami tribe, Kekionga, on the Maumee River. The Miami burned the village and deserted it, naturally prompting Harmar to believe he had effortlessly won.

Militia members, finding the ground covered with trinkets, immediately set about scooping them up. It was a trap engineered by Little Turtle, the Miami’s excellent strategist, who had no intention of fighting like a Prussian. A slaughter ensued. Jean Baptiste Richardville, a half-French, half-Miami chief, said so many American bodies had filled the Maumee that he could have walked across it without getting his feet wet. A second ambush followed, the Battle of the Pumpkin Fields, a name bestowed by the Native fighters because the heads of the dead attackers strewn across the landscape reminded them of pumpkins ripe for harvest. Dozens died in what was at that time the biggest victory by the Natives in white American history. Captain John was a casualty of the Pumpkin Fields.

Some of the McMurtry offspring would push on to Indiana and Illinois when they grew up, and some of their children, born in the early nineteenth century, would make it all the way to the far coast. William Sharp McMurtry, a grandson of Captain John, was born in 1818 in Kentucky, grew up in a log cabin in Indiana while receiving only the sketchiest education, became a doctor and practiced medicine in Louisiana, hoped to fight for the Union as a cavalryman but balked at joining the infantry, enlisted instead with the Texas Rangers and fought against Mexico, ventured to California during the Gold Rush, and became a delegate to the Republican convention in Baltimore that renominated Lincoln in 1864. William made it all the way to the twentieth century, dying in 1904 at age eighty-six in Los Gatos, California. Larry McMurtry liked to say that the conquest and settling of the West happened so quickly that it had taken place over one long lifetime, and at least one of his ancestors proved his point.

Benton County, slightly west of the center of Missouri, is where the McMurtry history really begins. As so often in America, the land was bountiful.5 There was an abundance of fish in clear sparkling streams. Scads of mink, otter, polecats, and other fur-wearing creatures. In the hills there was game—deer, wild turkeys, prairie chickens, quail, squirrels, and rabbits. Fox hunting was a local sport.



So was beating up the neighbors. “It was a common thing for parties who had a misunderstanding to meet at a public place and fight it out with their fists in the presence of their friends, who could seldom deny themselves the luxury of participating,”6 James Lay wrote in A Sketch of the History of Benton County, Missouri. The widespread availability of hard alcohol—Lay noted “a little whisky shop in every neighborhood”—stoked animosity. In the early 1840s, two factions in the region fought and murdered each other in the so-called Slicker War, named after the whippings with hickory switches called slickings that featured prominently in the feud.

Far worse was in store. Missouri was first settled by Southerners coming up the Mississippi River, bringing the territory into the Union in 1821 as a slave state. In 1860, 10 percent of the population were enslaved, many living in rural areas. The counties strung along the Missouri River, called Little Dixie, were the only significant slaveholding area in the country isolated from the Confederacy proper. This separation of territory made Little Dixie a battleground between Southern sympathizers and European immigrants with ties to the Union. Missouri also had the misfortune of being next to Kansas, which had its own mini-war before the wider war erupted. Civil society, a fragile concept on the frontier at the best of times, had little meaning in western Missouri for decades. Scalping, though associated with Native Americans, was liberally employed in Missouri by white Southern guerrillas such as Archie Clements.

Forty thousand Missourians served in the Confederate Army while 110,000 fought for the Union. Though the North enjoyed numerical superiority, it showed a ruthlessness that acted as a brake on its support. General John C. Frémont arrived in the state in the summer of 1861 to take command. On August 30, he issued a proclamation that “all persons found with guns7 would be court-martialed and, if found guilty, shot.” Those who fought against Union soldiers would have their property confiscated and their slaves freed. Jeff Thompson, the Confederate commander in southwest Missouri, promised to retaliate tenfold if the Union pursued such policies.

The McMurtrys in Missouri were caught up in the resulting violence, often victims but sometimes combatants. Much remains murky. It was not really that long ago as the centuries run, but civil wars tend to blur roles and erase distinctions. Even the precise relationship of some of these McMurtrys to the modern family are uncertain. The records were destroyed in the fighting.

The first big Civil War battle west of the Mississippi took place in August 1861 a hundred miles south of Warsaw, the Benton County seat. The Battle of Wilson’s Creek was a narrow tactical victory for the Confederates. It was, however, a complete defeat for Colonel McMurtry from Warsaw—no first name given. Samuel H. Melcher, an assistant surgeon who fought with the Union, took credit in his memoirs8 for capturing McMurtry. He seized McMurtry’s Maynard carbine and kept it as a prized souvenir for years. McMurtry nevertheless managed to talk his way out of captivity, saying he was a Confederate surgeon with work to do. The clan’s gift for storytelling was already apparent.

Armies were big and noisy, which meant you could try at least to stay out of their way. But the guerrillas were everywhere. Those aligned with the Union were called Jayhawkers, a name whose origins are somewhat obscure but that may date back to John Jay, the first chief justice of the Supreme Court and a foe of slavery. Those allied with the South were bushwhackers, originally a term for someone skilled in the woods. Then there was a third kind of guerrilla, which western Missouri historian Kathleen White Miles defined as “spontaneous groups who often seized9 upon the war as an excuse for meanness, plunder, personal revenue or excitement and used either the Union or Confederate cause as their excuse.” The result, Miles said, was that it was difficult to tell who was trying to murder you, or why.

James Lane was a politician and leading Jayhawker in Kansas. On September 22, 1861, he sacked the town of Osceola, a few miles southwest of Warsaw in St. Clair County. His forces burned every house but three, and the courthouse too. One contemporary historian wrote that the goal of the guerrillas “seemed to be to injure the people as much as possible.” Osceola never recovered.

William Quantrill, a onetime schoolteacher, was the most infamous bushwhacker. He outdid even Lane in savagery. Quantrill gave Jesse James and his brother Frank their start as outlaws. Another raider in his troop was Daniel Boone Scholl, a great-great grandson of the famed frontiersman. Scholl was killed in June 1863 while attacking a column of Federals. Two other raiders bore the name McMurtry: George and Lee.

A Union tactic was to seize the relatives of guerrillas. In August 1863, four sisters of Bloody Bill Anderson, a Quantrill deputy, were in a Kansas City jail that collapsed. The Confederates figured it was done on purpose, which it might well have been. One sister was killed and a second disfigured. More than four hundred bushwhackers under Quantrill’s command sought revenge by sacking the abolitionist stronghold of Lawrence in Kansas. They burned the town and killed 150 men and boys. The prize the raiders sought was James Lane himself, whom they planned to take back to Missouri and hang. He escaped through the cornfields in his nightshirt.

The most significant reference to the Lawrence raid in popular culture comes in True Grit, Charles Portis’s 1968 novel about a girl, Mattie, who commissions a U.S. marshal to find her father’s killer. The novel had its fans from the beginning, but what really cemented its fame was Henry Hathaway’s 1969 film with John Wayne and then the 2010 remake by the Coen brothers starring Jeff Bridges.

Rooster Cogburn, the hero of the tale, is from Osceola, where his family was burned out by Jayhawkers. Seeking revenge, he takes up with Quantrill. LaBoeuf, a Texas Ranger who is also searching for the father’s killer, tries to use this against him. LaBoeuf informs Mattie that Rooster “is a notorious thumper!10 He rode by the light of the moon with Quantrill and Bloody Bill Anderson!”

“That men was patriots!” Rooster responds, adding that the Ranger is “Texas trash.”

“They murdered women and children in Lawrence, Kansas!” LaBoeuf fires back.

“That’s a goddamn lie!” Rooster says.

LaBoeuf served in the Confederate Army, and he thinks the guerrillas cast his own war in a bad light by association. Rooster, however, is technically right: No women or children were reported killed in Lawrence. Still, it was a sickening business—probably the worst civilian atrocity of the entire Civil War.

At the climax of True Grit, Rooster clenches the reins of his horse in his teeth so he can hold a pistol in each hand as he attacks the bad guys. That was a style said to be favored by Quantrill. Rooster is using the outlaws’ tools for a good cause although Frank James, who should know, dismissed the whole reins-in-teeth business as “simply dime-novel stuff.”11 Even if Mattie loses an arm, True Grit has a happy ending. Rooster is redeemed, although Larry had his doubts.12 He was rarely quick with his redemptions and distrusted happy endings in art because they were so rare in life.

On September 20, 1864, Quantrill attacked the fortified Missouri town of Fayette, a Federal enclave. George McMurtry was killed almost immediately, as were a dozen other bushwhackers. A wounded Lee McMurtry was rescued by Jesse James. A few days later the raiders made up for this loss by attacking the town of Centralia and capturing a Northern Missouri Railroad train. All but one of the twenty-four Federal soldiers on the train were executed, their bodies disfigured and scalped. A few hours later, the 39th Missouri Mounted Infantry, an inexperienced Federal regiment, faced off against two hundred guerrillas led by Bloody Bill. Nearly all of the 125 Union soldiers were killed, giving the regiment the unfortunate distinction of suffering the Civil War’s highest casualty rate13 during a single engagement. True to the bushwhackers’ merciless ways, the soldiers’ bodies were scalped, mutilated, and decapitated in what one witness described as a “carnival of blood.”14 The guerrillas sustained only three losses.

It would be hard to exaggerate the fear and misery that pervaded western Missouri during the Civil War. Those with means fled as far as they could to a place that wasn’t overrun by partisans. Confederate general Joseph Shelby made an infamous forty-one-day raid through the state in 1863. “In many places,”15 he gloated, “for 40 miles, not a single habitation is to be found, for on the road we met delicate females fleeing southward, driving ox teams, barefooted and ragged, and suffering even for bread.”

Churches in Warsaw were impounded to become hospitals. A hotel was turned into a Union Army commissary. No newspaper appeared because its editor was killed. Alfred Lay, a Warsaw state congressman who also happened to be a Confederate officer, received a letter from a friend on December 1, 1863. “Robbery, plunder, murder16 and every other kind of meanness have reigned supreme and those who have had the power have done just as they pleased,” the friend wrote. “Old Man Houser was shot at his own door nearly two years ago, about the last of December or first of January, and Mr. Parks about the first of February . . . Eli Eastwood, Old Man Nelson, Mike Holland and Blakenship were murdered about the middle of September last.”

Warsaw was burned at least twice, first in November 1861 by stragglers from the Union Army, although the army blamed a Southern sympathizer. In November 1863, General Shelby burned the town again. The courthouse was destroyed, which is why records of the McMurtrys in the region are nearly nonexistent.

In 2001, this history reached out to Larry McMurtry. His film agents approached him about an original script by Robert Schenkkan, whose American history and mythology series The Kentucky Cycle won the Pulitzer Prize for drama in 1992. Schenkkan spun off a minor character, Quantrill, from the series and wrote a script called Knife to the Hilt, a title derived from the Bleeding Kansas cry “War to the knife, and knife to the hilt!” Larry declined to work on it. “There could be a good movie17 about Quantrill,” he said, “but not starting from here.”

He didn’t seem to realize a good movie had appeared just two years earlier: Ride with the Devil starred Tobey Maguire and Skeet Ulrich as somewhat reluctant bushwhackers forced into action when Ulrich’s father, a prosperous planter, is murdered by Jayhawkers. Although Quantrill plays only a minor role in the film, its climax is the sacking of Lawrence. Washington Post film critic Stephen Hunter wrote admiringly of the film’s desire to go against convention. “First, Ride with the Devil turns out to be a western. Second, it’s set during the Civil War. Third, it’s set among Confederate sympathizers. Fourth, they ride with the infamous William C. Quantrill. That’s right: It’s about the wrong men on the wrong side of the wrong campaign in the wrong war.”

Hunter thought the movie was terrific, a sort of anti-epic that showed some boys becoming men under extreme pressure and others failing their humanity, usually with murderous consequences. Ride with the Devil was poorly distributed owing to turmoil at Universal, but in recent years its stature has grown; an extended cut was released in 2010. The director was Ang Lee, who went on to direct the Larry McMurtry/Diana Ossana script for Brokeback Mountain, another revisionist look at the West that was considerably more successful.

The Assassination of Jesse James by the Coward Robert Ford (2007) took on the most famous bushwhacker of them all. It focuses on the year before the outlaw’s killing in 1882, when he is beginning to plunge into paranoia. The movie, starring Brad Pitt and Casey Affleck and directed by Andrew Dominik, is a dark dream of fame and infamy. In the foreground is Jesse James, trying to live up to the expectations of being a famous killer. Lurking on the edges is Robert Ford, a new member of the James gang, who literally wants to become Jesse, perhaps to save his own soul. It’s an archetypal plot, a spectral buddy film with a hard Western edge. Assassination likewise bombed at the box office, although not as badly as Ride with the Devil, and its stature too has only grown over time. Larry watched it as he was dying.

Larry’s great-great grandfather was born in 1815 in Monroe County, Kentucky. John R. McMurtrey, as he styled it, was married in 1834 to Sarah Davis, who went by the name Sally. They moved to Missouri in the late 1830s, settling for a time in Dallas County northeast of Springfield and then on the Osage River east of Warsaw. John R. served in the Civil War, later relatives said, although family historians have found nothing to corroborate that in the records of either army. What is confirmed is that he died in January 1864, at age forty-nine. Family legend holds that he was murdered by bushwhackers—drowned in the Osage after refusing to reveal the whereabouts of money entrusted to him.

John R. and Sally had six children, three of whom died of typhoid as teenagers. Their eldest child was Benjamin Franklin McMurtrey, who married Harriet Sapp when they were both nineteen. The couple’s first son was named William Jefferson; the second was Charlie. In 1862, Harriet and Charlie both died, probably also of typhoid. Harriet’s older brother John was murdered by bushwhackers.

Even for pioneers used to abrupt death, this made for a lot of grief. Sally McMurtrey was so full of sorrow she could not sleep. She would sit up in bed and softly sing religious hymns. She died soon after her husband. Their children were now orphans. One of them, Mary Isabelle, went to live with an aunt and uncle. Union troops marched by one day and Mary Isabelle went out in the yard to watch. A young soldier, only fifteen although he claimed to be sixteen, paused to exchange a few words and promised to see her again. He returned with an engagement ring fashioned from a twenty-five-cent piece he had found in a dead soldier’s boot.

Life went on but in new directions. Something happened to Benjamin Franklin McMurtrey after the death of his wife and son. He gave his surviving son, William Jefferson—Larry McMurtry’s grandfather—to relatives to raise and tried, it seems, to become a bushwhacker himself.

The young man was journeying in 1864 with a party headed for Arkansas to join Quantrill, according to an account written a century later by his grandson E. D. McMurtry. George McMurtry and Lee McMurtry were already members of the gang, but we have no way of knowing if they were familiar to Benjamin Franklin or strangers. As fate intervened, any blood tie did not matter. At noon one day Benjamin Franklin was posted as a lookout. Assailants set upon him and broke his arms. Benjamin Franklin sought refuge in a thicket but was discovered and killed. Hoping to become a thug, he was killed by one instead. He was twenty-seven years old.

The short life and nasty death of Benjamin Franklin is a defining event in the McMurtry family history. Was he running away from something or running to something? Did all the killings and deaths corrode his soul? And who killed him, anyway? The facts are few. It would take a great novelist to fill out the story.

The McMurtrys talked little about this death, not among themselves and certainly not in public. The orphaned William Jefferson lived in the Texas Panhandle for a few years, a fact that earned him a paragraph in a history of Donley County published in 1975. “His father and grandfather were killed in the Civil War fighting with the Confederate army,” it says. No mention of guerrillas, let alone the bushwhacker chieftain Quantrill.

For those in later generations who knew of the Quantrill connection, it was hard to wrap their brains around. “Maybe it’s a reminder we can all get caught up in things we shouldn’t,” said Allan McMurtry, E.D.’s grandson. “Quantrill was never a good guy for us, ever. That a McMurtry would be associated with him—what did they see back then that we’re not seeing now?”

The Texas McMurtrys would gain a reputation for honesty and hard work. You could buy cattle from them and they would not try to swindle you. Maybe this was a deep-seated reaction to the Missouri lawlessness their parents and grandparents had experienced. It was an ethical stance inherited by Larry, who would earn a similar reputation for integrity in his business dealings.

Quantrill was killed by Union forces in Kentucky shortly after the end of the Civil War. But in north central Texas his fame endured. In 1957, The Wichita Falls Times ran an upbeat historical account about how two “Quantrell” raiders had settled in the area and chosen “a peaceful, respectable life” (the paper employed a variant spelling of the bushwhacker’s name). Texas has always loved its outlaws.

“Charles William Quantrell, famous18 or infamous, thief or gallant Southern defender, but a legendary figure from a lusty era . . . he gathered about him some of the most daring and fierce raiders to deal countless blows to the Northern forces during the War Between the States,” the article gushed.

Lee McMurtry was one of the featured raiders. The extensive McMurtry family genealogy has little to say about Lee, perhaps because he was hard to pin down. He took advantage of the fluid nature of the Old West to reinvent himself as circumstances demanded. Lee wasn’t much older than twenty when he participated in the attack on Lawrence. Born Levi Boone McMurtry in St. Charles, Missouri, in 1841, he was in the Confederate Army before going rogue. After his time with Quantrill, he fled to Mexico and then New Mexico with a $10,000 bounty on his head. When he returned to stand trial, he was found not guilty. The other raider in the article was Allen Parmer, who married Jesse James’s sister. He lived in Archer City, bringing the James legend right to Larry’s door.

One popular account among Wichitans is that back in the 1890s, thirty years after the war, McMurtry and Parmer learned that U.S. marshals from Kansas were arriving in town with warrants for their arrest. The two former outlaws met the marshals at the train station, reinforced by a large contingent of armed citizens. Serving the warrants, the outlaws said, would inspire armed resistance. The marshals should go back to Kansas immediately.

They did—or so the tale goes. In its dramatic clarity, it is a scene from a Western movie. It is also the sort of anti-government anecdote that the West thrives on.

John Gould, a north Texas history buff, had heard the story for years without believing a word of it. Then, in the early 1950s, he talked to the sister19 of one of the townsmen who was there. She said the marshals did indeed come, did encounter opposition, and did return to Kansas empty-handed. In her recounting, the episode had less to do with intimidation and more about the marshals’ realization that McMurtry and Parmer were not criminals after all. Except, of course, they were.

In a surprising career transition, Lee McMurtry became sheriff of Wichita County in the late 1890s. He was described as absolutely fearless, which was doubtless true, as well as a lawman who enforced the law to the letter. Though Lee lived only a few miles from Larry’s grandfather, there is no report or story or anecdote of the two ever meeting. Jesse’s brother, Frank James, also spent time in the region during the decade. He was buying horses he would sell elsewhere, although other, more deflating accounts say he sold shoes in Wichita Falls.

All of these outlaws in north central Texas prompt the inevitable query: Did Jesse James come to Wichita Falls to hide out? The local paper looked into the question in 1939 when the movie Jesse James, starring Tyrone Power and Henry Fonda, was released. “Pure myth,” a local judge,20 A. H. Carrigan, told the paper. “His brother, Frank, and his brother in law, Allen Parmer, both told me that Jesse had not visited this section of the country and besides that, what point would there have been to Jesse’s coming to the wilderness which existed here before the 1880’s?”

Other old-timers concurred. Wichita Falls was settled barely six years before James was killed, Archer City only two years before. It would not have been easy for a notorious outlaw to pass unnoticed in such empty places.

Nevertheless, Archer City installed a historical marker next to the courthouse in 1972 saying Jesse James “used to visit in Archer City.” Jack Loftin, who published the standard history of Archer County in 1979, went even further, writing that he did not believe Jesse was killed by Robert Ford but that “an act of masquerade21 was set up to quiet the situation.” A granddaughter of Allen Parmer’s told the Archer County Historical Commission that in her mother’s trunk she had discovered letters from Jesse to his sister, sent from the Archer County village of Henrietta. They were postmarked 1884, two years after his supposed death.

Lee McMurtry was sixty-six when he died in 1908 of a sudden illness during a visit with his daughter in Fort Worth. The passing of the decades meant that his time as a brigand was no more than a curiosity. An obituary in The Fort Worth Telegram presented without comment Lee’s explanation that he had belonged to a group of “fearless and daring young men22 of the frontier,” a sort of “light horse attachment of the Confederate Army.” Their “recklessness” got them in trouble with Confederate leaders, “and before they were aware of it” they were declared outlaws.

“I fought under the black flag for two years,” Lee was quoted as saying, “and I tell you it’s a mighty dangerous business.” That much, at least, was true.

In his essay “Take My Saddle from the Wall,” Larry wrote that he had never pursued his lineage “any distance at all.” He must have heard some family stories. His books are full of outlaws. Jesse James as a frontier Robin Hood makes an appearance in the late novel Telegraph Days (2006), where heroine Nellie Courtwright outwits the fastidious robber by slipping a valuable pearl into her vagina. “He wanted no part of my hairy grotto,” she says. In Pretty Boy Floyd, written with Diana Ossana, the outlaw of the title, Charley Floyd, tells his boy Dempsey stories of other desperadoes, “all about them hiding in caves and racing their horses over the hills and prairies and having gun battles with Indians, or Texas Rangers, or one another. Charley loved those stories as much as Dempsey.” Their favorite outlaw: Jesse James.

At the end of True Grit, a quarter century has passed and Rooster Cogburn has been on the wrong side of another battle or two. He is performing in a Wild West show run by former outlaws Cole Younger and Frank James when Mattie goes in search of her old companion. She observes that “these old-timers had all fought together in the border strife under Quantrill’s black standard,” but they are now merely characters in a spectacle, where they “show themselves to the public like strange wild beasts of the jungle.” Despite his restrained admiration for True Grit, this was a theme that Larry would pick up and make his own in the second half of his career: Even the worst events in America, from all-encompassing war to random murder to the slaughter of Native Americans, are soon repackaged as entertainment.

In western Missouri during the postwar years, families were torn asunder and stayed that way. A man from St. Clair County explained why he wouldn’t go to a reunion: “I don’t like to eat23 with my left hand and hold a six-shooter in my right.” Divisions were formalized. In June 1865, the state adopted the Drake Constitution, which barred anyone who had even sympathized with the South from holding office, voting, or teaching school.

Larry said his grandparents “hoped that Missouri would quiet down, violence-wise, after the Civil War, but it didn’t.” The war in Missouri persisted fifty years rather than five. Larry figured that it started in 1840 and ended a little before Jesse James was killed, but some historians say organized bloodshed lasted until the late 1880s.

Texas was an escape valve, the latest land of opportunity. Before the war, Warsaw was as far west as the riverboats could navigate on the Osage River, which made it a natural center for trade and transportation. Texas was between five hundred and a thousand miles to the southwest, on the other side of Indian Territory. Outlaws weren’t the only Missouri men who sought refuge there. John Robert Dillon and his son B.F. were allied with the Confederates and disappeared when the war began. After two years his wife in Cassville, a hamlet in southwestern Missouri, received a message: Come to Texas. “Just bring the children24 and the clothes they can wear,” Dillon said. There wasn’t much else—the family had been robbed by their Union-supporting neighbors of almost everything. The daughter, who told the story many years later, said she was scared when she laid eyes on her father and brother after the long separation: “I felt that any men were dangerous and it took hard work for them to ever get me to let them touch me.”

It wasn’t that Texas had a reputation for being an earthly paradise. There were as many reprobates there as elsewhere, likely more. Frederick Law Olmsted voyaged through the South in the early 1850s on a commission from The New York Times. He noted that in Louisiana more of the land seemed abandoned than given over to cultivation. “If you ask, where are the people25 that once occupied these,” he wrote, “the universal reply is, ‘gone to Texas.’” In Texas itself Olmsted found a rough-hewn country with a tolerance for those with shady pasts. He quoted W. B. Dewees, who wrote Letters from an Early Settler of Texas: “It is nothing uncommon of us to inquire of a man why he ran away from the States! But few persons feel insulted by such a question. They generally answer for some crime or other which they have committed; if they deny having committed any crime, or say they did not run away, they are generally looked upon rather suspiciously.”

Texas was the edge of the known world, a wild challenge for a pioneer. The southern and eastern parts of the state offered mostly familiar landscapes, but the western expanse was shocking to forest-dwelling easterners: a raw, empty, dry, woodless place. It was grassland but seemed uninhabitable. Washington Irving concluded in 1836 that describing Texas as the “Great American Desert” was an apt label, and so did many others.

Either foolhardy or very determined, Texans felt differently. “A man could see far26 and smell winds that coursed down from Canada across a thousand miles of plains,” wrote the historian T. R. Fehrenbach. “There was an apparently endless, rolling vista north and west and south. The small woodchopper, with an axe and a couple of brawny sons, could catch a scent of landed empire or dream of possibilities to come.”

William Jefferson McMurtry—like Lee McMurtry, he dropped the e somewhere along the way—married Louisa Frances Williams on September 26, 1877, in Sedalia, north of Warsaw. Her family too had been affected by the violence that raged across Missouri. Louisa’s maternal grandfather, Stephen Skaggs, was killed by bushwhackers in 1863, according to family lore. Her uncle, also named Stephen, was all of twenty-three when he was killed by the Union Home Guard in 1861. They were looking for information. They didn’t get it from Skaggs so he was, as a contemporary account had it, “put to death.” The exact family connection is fuzzy but a former Baptist preacher named Larkin Skaggs rode with Quantrill in Lawrence, where he proved one of the most savage of the raiders. Skaggs, a farmer by trade, was too drunk to realize when it was time to leave Lawrence, took the wrong road and was killed by the townspeople, the only guerrilla to die during the raid. His body was mutilated and thrown in the town dump.

Whichever side you were on, Missouri was full of bad memories. Louisa’s family had a neighbor who had gone to Texas and kept in touch, talking the place up, and so they decided to see for themselves. John Lankston Williams and Margaret Ellen Skaggs had eleven children; Louisa was the second oldest. In 1878, the whole brood set off. Louisa was nineteen, William Jefferson was twenty, and they had a baby boy. They passed through Indian Territory, where they were scared and impressed by the Cherokee and Choctaw. Soldiers were riding around the Natives as if they were herding cattle. When the Williams party reached the Red River, it creeped them out27—the water was the color of blood. They considered turning back but made their way across. They were in Texas now.






Chapter Two Native Connections


The McMurtry and Williams immigrants found their old neighbor just west of the town of Denton, thirty miles north of Fort Worth. Their new community was called Stony Point or just Stony. They settled in, then spent the next couple of years wondering just what the hell they had done. In Missouri, they had lived on a river; in Texas, the nearest water was two miles away. In Missouri, so many trees had surrounded them that the forest had no value; in Texas, it was three miles to a stick of wood.

Worst of all, wrote an amazed J. E. Williams, Louisa’s younger brother, “We had been fed pretty well1 all of our lives and we were falling short on the eats.” Their friend’s children tried to cheer up the new arrivals by reminding them that they too had almost starved but things were much better now. This did not improve morale. “You can talk about working like slaves and living like tramps and then you have us, for we worked so hard we hardly had time to get lonesome,” Williams said. The family grew cotton—all eleven children could help pick it—and finally dug deep enough for a well. “We whipped the wolf from our door,” Williams said.

Denton was about the limit of how far west you could venture in Texas during the 1870s and still consider yourself safe from the Comanche. Larry thought that the omnipresent threat of attack traumatized the Texas pioneers, and that the foreboding lingered for years after the risk had dissipated. It worked that way for his grandparents, at least. By 1888, it seemed possible to go farther. The newly formed Archer County, a hundred miles west of Denton, went from six hundred people in 1880 to three times that many a decade later. There was safety in numbers.

Jeremiah Burnett, who would become best known to history as the father of legendary cattleman Burk Burnett, sold the McMurtrys their new land, a 320-acre spread with a seeping spring on the eastern edge of Archer County. William Jefferson McMurtry paid for the acreage with a matched pair of four-year-old horses and two $300 notes at 4 percent interest.

The first homestead on the site was hardly more than a shack. It was replaced in 1905 by a frame house, built by neighbor Bill Justice for $1 a day, board and the assurance he would not have to work before breakfast or after supper. That house burned in 1929 and was replaced by a four-bedroom Montgomery Ward house. It still stands.

“Flatter than a table top / Makes you wonder why they stopped here,” Larry’s songwriter son, James, sings in Levelland about a place that resembles Archer County. It was another borderland. A mile or two to the south of the ranch is the Cross Timbers, an eco-region that runs from southern Kansas down to central Texas and forms a border between the forested east and the plains to the west. It is filled with post oak and
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