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PREFACE

I was raised on Westerns, in an era when “horse operas” dominated movie screens and television schedules. The year I entered public school, Hollywood released eleven Western feature films, and twenty Western series occupied TV’s prime time.

I loved them.

By the time I graduated from high school, Westerns had changed. Aside from graphic violence and buckets of blood, they challenged audiences with a host of moral quandaries and antiheroes. Outlaws were more likely to be sympathetic characters than were the lawmen who pursued them. Backshooting was common, personal hygiene was a distant afterthought.

And still, I loved them.

A decade later, as a fledgling freelance novelist, I felt as comfortable in the Old West as with modern thrillers and the noir domain of crime. A California native, finishing the first half of my life in the Nevada desert, all my roots and memories were firmly planted in the West. Today, with twenty-seven Western novels published, I still regard the genre as one of my favorites.

It may be history, but it never gets old.

Western movies don’t appear as frequently today, as they did in the 1960s, but those that make the cut in Hollywood prompt frequent Oscar buzz. Clint Eastwood’s Unforgiven claimed four Academy Awards (out of nine nominations) and twenty other prestigious prizes in 1993. The remake of Elmore Leonard’s 3:10 to Yuma earned seventeen award nominations in 2008 (two Oscar nods among them), claiming a Western Heritage Award and a prize for star Christian Bale from the San Diego Film Critics Society. Another remake—of True Grit, in 2010, with Jeff Bridges in the Rooster Cogburn role that brought John Wayne his only Oscar—won twenty-seven awards out of a staggering 110 nominations from various film societies.

Nor have Western novels been eclipsed by Hollywood. In 2010, Amazon.com offered 213 new Western novels for sale (including two of mine), plus many reprints of older classics. In September of that year, Pocket Books announced plans to publish Jubal’s Bounty, written by Gene Hackman, a veteran of six Western films since 1971, who won his second Oscar for portraying Unforgiven’s sadistic small-town sheriff, Little Bill Daggett.

The bottom line: If publishers released an average of four new Western novels per week during 2010, when a global recession dictated cutbacks in print runs and gambling on untested authors, it means that readers are buying. The market is alive and well.

Writing Westerns examines what a Western is, while teaching you how to research and write one. You’ll benefit from my experience—248 books published since 1977, with twelve more under contract—and the example of masters in the field, from Zane Grey and Max Brand to Louis L’Amour and Cormac McCarthy. The text is arranged in topical chapters, as follows:


	Chapter 1 defines the Western genre and its various subgenres, and provides a historical overview of Western fiction and films, including their evolving trends and themes.

	Chapter 2 sketches the expansion of the American West from colonial times to the early twentieth century. It reviews the changing lifestyles, conflicts, and social issues that can bolster authenticity when one writes of various eras.

	Chapter 3 examines the archetypal Western lawman and outlaw, using historical examples that provide the key to creating dynamic, realistic characters.

	Chapter 4 explores the weapons of the West, from muzzle loaders to machine guns, and offers a primer for authors who may not be veteran shooters themselves.

	Chapter 5 discusses race and gender on the frontier, with an eye toward the creation of compelling characters and the avoidance of offensive stereotypes that may sabotage sales.

	Chapter 6 charts the parameters of research necessary to ensure historical authenticity without turning fiction dry as desert sand.



Each chapter includes a short list of recommended sources for further reading. Appendices to the main text include a glossary of Old West slang and jargon, which is helpful in writing realistic dialogue, a timeline of significant historical events, and a list of classic Western films and novels.

Research, talent, and imagination are the keys to writing a successful novel.

Join me now, as we set off into the West.





CHAPTER 1:
SADDLE UP!


“It was a land of vast silent spaces, of lonely rivers, and of plains where the wild game stared at the passing horseman. It was a land of scattered ranches, of… long-horned cattle, and of reckless riders who unmoved, looked in the eyes of life or death.” —Theodore Roosevelt



Western fiction, film included, is a literary genre set on the American frontier—but where exactly was “The West”? When did its settlement begin? When was it “tamed” or “won”? Like so much else pertaining to our nation’s history, the answer must remain: It all depends.

The story of America, at least during the first three hundred years after its early European settlers arrived, was one of constant westward movement, occupation, and conquest of the land, its elements, its wildlife, and its pre-Columbian inhabitants. At different times, the “Wild Frontier” consisted of the Appalachian Mountains, the Ohio River Valley, the Mississippi River, the Louisiana Territory (which France owned until its sale in 1805), the Rocky Mountains and Viceroyalty of New Spain beyond them, or Oregon Territory in the Pacific Northwest. Arizona did not achieve “settled” statehood status until 1912. Various published tales and films delay the so-called closing of the West until the end of Mexico’s last revolution, in 1920. Some purists might contend that the frontier survived until Alaska joined the Union, in 1959.

Who’s right? They all are.

The beauty of fiction—well, one beauty, at least—is that it springs from personal imagination. Over time, as you shall see, Western fiction has been set in every state and territory from colonial New York to California and beyond. Tom Mix, the renowned cowboy star of 315 Hollywood films made between 1909 and 1935, once said, “The Old West is not a certain place in a certain time, it’s a state of mind. It’s whatever you want it to be.”

In short, the possibilities are endless.

WRITING WESTWARD

James Fenimore Cooper (1789-1851) is the father of Western fiction, renowned for his five Leatherstocking novels featuring frontiersman Natty Bumppo, published between 1823 and 1841. The tales depict life and death in the West of 1740 to 1804, and Cooper’s themes still resonate today. His best-known novel, The Last of the Mohicans, has been filmed five times since 1920, while spawning television series in the United States, Great Britain, and Italy.

The classic Western genre, as we know it today, began with what were called “dime novels” on the eve of America’s Civil War. The first dime novel was inspired by England’s “penny dreadfuls” of the preceding decades, and it was titled Malaeska, the Indian Wife of the White Hunter, by Ann Sophia Stephens, published by Beadle & Company of New York City on June 9, 1860. Hundreds more titles followed, often fictionalizing the exploits of real-life Western villains and celebrities, such as Jesse James, Henry “Billy the Kid” McCarty, “Buffalo Bill” Cody, “Wild Bill” Hickok, and Wyatt Earp. Most such works were wildly sensational, tethered to fact only by the use of real names.

Meanwhile, full-length Western novels found their audience with the publication of Owen Wister’s The Virginian, in 1902. The following year, Zane Grey published Betty Zane, a novel based on the exploits of his aunt in the Ohio Valley during the American Revolution. Grey used the same setting for Spirit of the Border, written in 1906, before he moved his sights farther west for a total of forty-five novels penned between 1908 and 1939.

Grey was not alone in striking literary gold on the frontier. Thousands of Western novels have been published over the past century, many now forgotten, a few enshrined as classics. Some authors, such as Elmore Leonard and Loren Estleman, passed through the Old West on their way to fame and fortune in other genres. Robert B. Parker reversed that process, producing sixty-six best-selling detective novels before he switched to Westerns in 2005, penning four adventures for memorable gunmen Virgil Cole and Everett Hitch. Many more authors put down roots in the West and remained there, with the tales they loved best. Another early star was transplanted Englishman William MacLeod Raine, author of twenty-one Western novels between 1908’s Wyoming and Guns of the Frontier, which was released in 1954.

The golden age of Western novels spanned the 1940s and 1950s, into the riotous 1960s, showing their first significant dip in sales as opposition to the war in Vietnam achieved mass-movement status and big-city ghettos burst into flames. Authors who staked a Western claim during that period include Lewis Patten, who lead the pack with sixty-five titles, Louis L’Amour (49), Luke Short (45), Frank Bonham (33), Giles Lutz (29), Will Henry (25), Will Cook (23), Wayne Overholser (22), Lauran Paine (22), Thomas Blackburn (22, including screenplays), Jack Schaefer (21), Todhunter Ballard (19), Wade Everett (16), and Clair Huffaker (13, with screenplays). For each name listed here, a thousand others put out fewer titles, but delighted Western fans with their imagination, style, and rendering of ages past.

SHORT FICTION: PULPS, SWEATS, AND THE GRAPHIC WEST

Pulp magazines—so called for their cheap paper with untrimmed edges—began replacing dime novels in 1896, with the release of Argosy magazine’s first all-fiction issue. Western stories soon became a staple of Argosy and its many imitators, featuring authors whose number included Max Brand, Tom Curry, Charles Alden Seltzer, and Hopalong Cassidy creator Clarence Mulford. Colorado artist Arthur Roy Mitchell produced much of the pulp era’s Western cover art. Short frontier fiction survived the 1950s evolution of pulps into men’s adventure magazines, dubbed “sweats,” although the women shown in cover art for Male, Fury Magazine, and Man’s Life displayed a tendency to lose their clothing on the trail.

Another venue for short Western fiction, from the 1920s onward, was the realm of comics. The first to crack the market of newspaper comic strips was Texas Slim and Dirty Dalton, running from 1925 to 1958. Close behind came Mescal Ike (1928-39), Bronc Peeler (1933-38), and Zane Grey’s King of the Royal Mounted (1935-53). The Lone Ranger premiered in September 1938 and ran without a break until December 1971, then returned for more adventures in 1980-83. Other cowboy competition in the funny papers included Red Ryder (1938-64), Hopalong Cassidy (1950-55), The Cisco Kid (1951-67), Laredo (1957-67), and the late-blooming Latigo (1979-83).

Newspaper comic strips also made room for real-life Western figures, though their exploits—as in dime novels and films—were fictionalized beyond all recognition. Popular strips in that category included Gene Autry (1941 and 1952-55), Roy Rogers (1949-61), and Bat Masterson (1959-70).

Illustrated Western tales found somewhat greater permanence as comic books, premiering shortly after World War II. Western Comics set the pace in January 1948, followed before year’s end by Cowboy Western, Tim Holt, All-American Western, and Kid Colt—later Kid Colt Outlaw, the longest-running Western character in comic history, riding the range until 1979, when he morphed into a Marvel superhero and galloped on into the twenty-first century.

Comic books sparked controvery and congressional hearings in the 1950s, but complaints of excessive gore rarely targeted Western titles. The decade teemed with Western comics, with new arrivals in 1950 including Six-Gun Heroes, Bill Boyd Western,and Tomahawk (set during the American Revolution). At least sixteen other Western comics thrilled young readers during the Happy Days era, including pure fiction (Black Fury, Wild Frontier), romanticized exploits of historical figures (Billy the Kid, Davy Crockett, Wild Bill Hickok), and the peculiar Cowboy Love, which lasted for all of four issues in 1955, then evolved into Sweetheart Diary.

Roughly half of all Western comics from the 1950s survived into the next decade—and one, Outlaws of the West, would last until 1980—but new titles were rare in the 1960s. Their slim ranks included Gunmaster (1965-67), Wild West (1966), and The Gunfighters, which was the most successful of the lot, running from 1966 to 1984. All-Star Western bit the dust in 1961, then rallied for another two-year run in 1970-72, before it took a darker road and became Weird Western Tales.

Around the same time, comics themselves were transformed into graphic novels, a term coined by Richard Kyle in 1964, though it did not catch on until a dozen years later. Typically longer and more durable than pulp comic books, graphic novels treat their subject matter in a more adult vein, sometimes depicting explicit sex and violence. Western graphic offerings tend to mix traditional frontier gunplay with elements of horror and science fiction, as in Jonah Hex and Cowboys & Aliens, both recently adapted to film.

Graphic novels aside, the present-day market for short Western fiction is limited. Magazines such as True West and Wild West prefer nonfiction historical pieces, while anthologies either collect classic tales like The Greatest Cowboy Stories Ever Told and A Century of Great Western Stories or present new stories from established authors, as in the collections American West: Twenty New Stories from the Western Writers of America (2001), or Lawmen and Outlaws Christmas Anthology (2010). A rare exception is Science Fiction Trails, an annual magazine that offers new short fiction with crossover themes and accepts submissions written by fledgling authors.

SHOOTING STARS: MOVIES AND SERIALS

Frenchman Louis Lumiere is often credited with inventing the first motion picture camera in 1895, but Thomas Edison began construction of his Kinetographic Theater—nicknamed the Black Maria—in West Orange, New Jersey, in December 1892. There he screened his first short feature in May 1893. A year later, William Kennedy Dickson produced four shorts for Edison, capturing performances of Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show, with titles such as Annie Oakley, Buffalo Bill, Buffalo Dance, and Sioux Ghost Dance. Westerns, therefore, ranked among the earliest motion pictures.

The first scripted Western film, all of twelve minutes long, followed in 1903, when Edwin Stanton Porter produced The Great Train Robbery, using crosscuts for the first time and hand-coloring selected scenes on some prints for added dramatic effect. Follow-ups to that breakthrough included The Bandit King (1907) and The Cowboy Millionaire (1909), introducing Tom Mix in one of the first films produced by Hollywood’s Selig Polyscope Company. California soon eclipsed Eastern producers, with its access to real Western settings, cranking out some three dozen cowboy features by 1919, matching that number again in the 1920s. Aside from Tom Mix, film stars known primarily for Western roles included Broncho Billy Anderson, Art Acord, Hoot Gibson, Buzz Barton, William S. Hart, Tom Tyler, Wally Wales, and Bill Cody (son of Buffalo Bill).

Western films were even more popular during the Great Depression of the 1930s, when Hollywood released more than seventy of them. Titles such as Hell’s Heroes, Pueblo Terror, and The Big Stampede made fine distractions from the daily grind of soup kitchens and “Brother Can You Spare a Dime,” competing with the headline-grabbing exploits of real-life desperadoes including John Dillinger, “Baby Face” Nelson and “Machine Gun Kelly.” On the right side of the law, John Wayne graduated from stunt work to star status in The Big Trail (1930), moving on to make the genre his own with eighty-two Western features counted among his 184 films. Other Western stars of the 1930s included Gene Autry, Smiley Burnette, Wild Bill Elliott, Tom Keene, Robert “Tex” Allen, and sharpshooter Tim McCoy.

In the 1930s, another movie format called “serials” became popular. Serials protracted stories over weeks or months, with the effect of watching novels on the silver screen, one chapter at a time. Westerns were some of the most popular serials, with titles such as Battling with Buffalo Bill (1931), Gordon of Ghost City (1932), Fighting with Kit Carson (1933), Young Eagles (1934), Rustlers of Red Dog (1935), Custer’s Last Stand (1936), Zorro Rides Again (1937), Flaming Frontiers (1938), The Lone Ranger (1938), and The Oregon Trail (1939). Cliff-hanger excitement maintained the popularity of serials into the 1950s, ending their run at last with Gunfighters of the Northwest (1954) and Blazing the Overland Trail (1956).

Full-length Western features, many of them lower-budget B movies, remained a Hollywood staple from the 1940s through the 1960s. John Wayne kept his grip on the genre’s reins, while competing with a host of actors whose number included Randolph Scott, James Warren, Dale Robertson, Bob Steele, Joel McRea, Jimmy Wakely, Glenn Ford, and war hero Audie Murphy. Singing cowboys surfaced less often than during the 1920s and 1930s, but they did not vanish entirely, surviving thanks to Elvis Presley, Ricky Nelson, and Dean Martin.

Films of that era were generally conventional in terms of plot, pitting white-hat heroes against black-hat villains or savage “redskins.” Reformed gunmen cast their lot with troubled settlers, and sometimes sacrificed themselves for a good cause. From the mid-1950s onward, certain Western screenwriters looked eastward for inspiration, borrowing the plots of Akira Kurosawa’s Japanese samurai films. Thus, Seven Samurai became The Magnificent Seven (1960) and spawned three sequels, while Yojimbo served double duty, first transformed as A Fistful of Dollars in 1964, later inspiring a gangster-Western set in the early 1930s and titled Last Man Standing (1996).

RIDING ON AIR

Radio caught up with movie Westerns in January 1933, when The Lone Ranger premiered with the first of 2,956 episodes on Detroit station WXYT. The masked man, with his Native American sidekick Tonto—silly, in Spanish—rode to the rescue of hapless crime victims for over two decades, saddling up for the last time in September 1954. By then, The Cisco Kid was ready to confront any surviving outlaws, and stayed on-air from 1942 to 1956. Gunsmoke was a relatively late arrival on the radio scene, premiering in April 1952 with William Conrad cast as Marshal Matt Dillon, leaving the airwaves in June 1961 to avoid competing with itself on television. Shorter-lived serials from the radio era included The American Trail, Frontier Town, Revolt at Fort Laramie, and Tales of the Texas Rangers.

The first television, labeled a pantelegraph, was invented in 1881, around the same time that the Earps and Clantons faced each other in Tombstone, Arizona. Its first public demonstration in America came four decades later, and commercial broadcasting did not begin in the United States until July 1941. Only seven thousand TV sets had been sold nationwide by 1945, with nine stations licensed to broadcast, but 108 new licenses were issued three years later, as small-screen popularity exploded.

The first televised Western, Hopalong Cassidy, stampeded into American living rooms on June 24, 1949. It ran until 1954, with episodes including clips from older films, and blazed a trail for 173 competitors over the next six decades. The peak year for televised Westerns was 1959, with thirty series crowding prime-time hours. On March 30, 1959, Time magazine reported that eight of the prior week’s top-ten Nielsen rating winners were oaters: Gunsmoke; Wagon Train; Have Gun—Will Travel; The Rifleman; Maverick; Wyatt Earp; Zane Grey Theater; and Wanted: Dead or Alive. Gunsmoke, indeed, remains the longest-running television series of all times, with 635 episodes broadcast between September 1955 and March 1975.

Series broadcasts sustained themselves in four basic formats. One, typified by programs like Zane Grey Theater and Death Valley Days, aired individual stand-alone stories each week, treating their viewers to successive mininovels, in effect. Another format, found in series such as Wagon Train, Rawhide, and The Guns of Will Sonnett, sent their protagonists on epic journeys, interrupted by various weekly crises. A similar tactic, used in series such as The Lone Ranger and Have Gun—Will Travel, dispatched their heroes on successive missions, facing danger on behalf of others. Finally, shows such as Gunsmoke, The Virginian, and Bonanza left the
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