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INTRODUGTION

“This is the West, sir. When the legend
becomes fact, we print the legend” A
newspaper editor delivers this famous
line to Senator Ransom Stoddard (played
by James Stewart) in the 1962 classic film
The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance. Stod-
dard, of course, did not actually kill the
notorious gunman, but in the film the
facts of history become less important
than the legend that gives rise to his
celebrity and political career. The Mythi-
cal West takes the contrary view, insisting
that we should, as best we can, disentan-
gle and distinguish between western fact
and myth. Why? Because everyone from
national politicians and lobby groups to
corporate advertisers invokes western
myth and imagery. Western images serve
as shorthand symbols of patriotism, de-
mocracy, rugged individualism, and a
host of other virtues. Thus broadly held
but faulty assumptions about the na-
tion’s historical past shape real events
and lead to real consequences. Myth can
even influence public policy, just as leg-
end shaped the career of the fictional
Ransom Stoddard. The overarching goal
of this book is to identify, describe, and
analyze many myths of the Old West and

the New so that readers can distinguish
them from historical fact.

The deaths of Roy Rogers and Gene
Autry in 1998 made front-page news and
saddened millions of fans around the
world. The grief over the passing of these
singing cowboy heroes reminds us force-
fully that the West has been America’s
most potent source of myth and legend
since the days of the forty-niners, George
Armstrong Custer, and Buffalo Bill Cody.
Furthermore, thanks to film, television,
and other electronic mass media, includ-
ing the Internet, western myths and leg-
ends now reach a worldwide audience.

Myth is more powerful, pervasive, and
alluring than history. Recognizing this re-
ality, this encyclopedia focuses not on
historical events but rather on the
plethora of legendary, mythical images,
events, people, and places associated with
the Old West and the New. This book
traces myths through folk legends, art, lit-
erature, and popular culture. For exam-
ple, the discussion of Billy the Kid only
briefly sketches the “facts” of his life as we
know them. Rather, it concentrates on the
many myths and depictions that come
down to us through novels and films.

xiii



xiv INTRODUCTION

What is included in this encyclopedia?
A few definitions from Merriam-Webster’s
Collegiate Dictionary (on-line at http.//
www.m-w.com) help to illustrate the cri-
teria for inclusion. This source tells us
that myth, from the Greek mythos, is a
“traditional story of ostensibly historical
events that serves to unfold part of the
world view of a people or explain a prac-
tice, belief, or natural phenomenon” The
Mythical West includes many such tales,
such as the story explaining the signifi-
cance of the white buffalo and the story
of Aztlan, mythical southwestern home-
land of the Aztecs. A myth may also be “a
popular belief or tradition that has
grown up around something or some-
one; especially: one embodying the ideals
and institutions of a society or segment
of society” The West is rife with such
myths, most notably those relating to
putative frontier virtues, such as rugged
individualism, democracy, and opportu-
nity. Finally, a myth might be “a person
or thing having only an imaginary or un-
verifiable existence” The subjects of
many of the entries in The Mythical West,
like Pecos Bill and Bigfoot, fit this last
category.

The subjects of other entries are
“mythical” (a word dating in English
from 1669) because they are “based on
or described in a myth especially as con-
trasted with history” (Merriam-Webster’s
Collegiate Dictionary, on-line). In some
cases, such as that of Jeremiah “Liver-
Eating” Johnson, an actual historical fig-
ure—the mountain man John Johnson—
becomes mythologized. Thus Liver-
Eating Johnson is included in The Mythi-
cal West. Usually, “mythical” means “ex-
isting only in the imagination: fictitious,

imaginary” Hence, you will find imagi-
nary animals, such as the famed jack-
alopes of Douglas, Wyoming. But “mythi-
cal” can also mean “having qualities
suitable to myth: legendary,” so we
examine the lives of real people, from
Cody to Autry, flesh-and-blood humans,
whose careers catapulted them into the
realm of the legendary.

“Lore,” a term dating from before the
twelfth century, consists of “traditional
knowledge or belief” “Legend,” a word
dating from the fourteenth century, can
be (1) “a story coming down from the
past; especially: one popularly regarded
as historical although not verifiable”; (2)
“a body of such stories”; (3) “a popular
myth of recent origin”; or (4) “a person or
thing that inspires legends” (Merriam-
Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, on-line).
This encyclopedia covers many myth-
makers and purveyors of legend and lore
in the popular media, from pulp fiction
to movies to television.

I tried to include many mythical sub-
jects that most readers would not have
encountered before. To paraphrase an
old automobile ad, “This is not your fa-
ther’s encyclopedia” I also tried to ex-
tend coverage in all directions to include
the wondrous diversity that is the Amer-
ican West. Thus, you'll find figures im-
portant to Latino/Chicano, Mormon, and
women’s history. (See also Rafaela G.
Castro’s Dictionary of Chicano Folklore
[Denver, CO: ABC-CLIO, 2000]). You will
learn about Johnny Kaw, a personage
probably not well known outside Kansas.
You’'ll meet Glenn Stone, Arizona’s “muf-
fler man,” and you'll learn why fewer
swallows now return to the famous Cali-
fornia mission of San Juan Capistrano.



As a final criterion for inclusion, I used
the Internet. This ubiquitous network
encompasses an amazing range of sub-
jects. In deciding whether to include a
topic, I checked to see how many Inter-
net sites treated the subject and how
profoundly they treated it. This seemed
to me to be a good indicator of whether
the topic had worked its way into Ameri-
can or even world popular culture. For
example, I included Poker Alice Ivers,
who is commemorated by a restaurant,
an inn, and two musical groups—one in
South Dakota and another in Switzer-
land. Likewise Cattle Kate has evolved
from an intriguing historical figure into a
major clothing company. However, I
dropped the mythical Cerro de Oro mine
because no major Web sites treat that
topic. I am fully prepared to defend the
Internet as a useful, if imperfect, measure
of cultural salience. (See History of the In-
ternet [Denver, CO: ABC-CLIO, 1999].)

The geographical part of the title, “The
West,” refers to the trans-Mississippi
American West (but not Alaska and
Hawaii). This includes the Great Plains,
Rocky Mountains, Texas, Southwest,
Great Basin, California, and Pacific
Northwest. (Sorry, Minnesota and Paul
Bunyan, you didn’t make the cut.) The
Canadian West has generated a wealth of
fascinating frontier mythology, but limi-
tations of time and space do not permit
me to cover our neighbor to the north.
On Canada’s mythical and historical
West, I recommend The Wild West by
Bruce Patterson and Mary McGuire
(Banff, Alberta, Canada: Altitude Publish-
ing, 1993).

ABC-CLIO has a very strong existing
list on Native American topics, so I have

INTRODUCTION xv
not duplicated that coverage here. For
information on Indian history, legend,
and lore, see these excellent books: Na-
tive Americans: An Encyclopedia of His-
tory, Culture, and People (1998); Encyclo-
pedia of Native American Shamanism:
Sacred Ceremonies of North America
(1998); Native American Literatures: An
Encyclopedia of Works, Characters, Au-
thors, and Themes (1999); Legend and
Lore of the Americas before 1492 (1993),
Encyclopedia of Creation Myths (1994),
Dictionary of Native American Mythology
(1992); Encyclopedia of American Indian
Costume (1994); Encyclopedia of Ameri-
can Indian Wars, 1492-1890 (1997); En-
cyclopedia of Native American Healing
(1996); The Native American Rights Move-
ment (1996); and Reference Encyclopedia
of the American Indian, 7th ed. (1995).

The Mythical West treats images and
legendary figures popularized in the me-
dia, but it does not cover media history
or folklore per se. These topics are capa-
bly handled in other ABC-CLIO vol-
umes: The Media in America (1995);
Folklore: An Encyclopedia of Beliefs, Cus-
toms, Tales, Music, and Art (1997), and
Encyclopedia of Folklore and Literature
(1998). In keeping my focus clearly on
the West, I have also avoided overlap
with Jan Harold Brunvand’s Encyclopedia
of Urban Legends (2001).

In sum, through this book you will en-
ter a dreamland, a fantasyland, a land of
great promise and hope, a land of broken
and fulfilled dreams, bigger-than-life he-
roes, and ghost towns. Unlike most
“bloodless” factoid encyclopedias that
lack interpretation, verve, and nuance,
this one strives to convey vividly the
sense of wonder, power, and magic asso-
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ciated with the legendary West. No sin-
gle book can pretend to be comprehen-
sive, but I have tried to be as inclusive as
space permits, within the limits noted
above. Did I omit a topic that you

strongly believe should have been in-
cluded? Make your case! E-mail a subject
summary and source information to me
at Slatta@ncsu.edu.
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The magnificent western landscape of the United States has awed and transfixed all who have
journeyed there. The great rivers of the West, like the Columbia, well served Native Americans,
providing food and transportation, long before the arrival of Europeans.

The towering mountain ranges of the West served as barriers to travel and settlement.



But the mountains also provided habitat for beaver and other animals, giving rise to
famous mountain men, like John Colter and Jim Beckwourth, of the nineteenth century.

European exploration and settlement of the Southwest began with the Spanish in
the sixteenth century. Architecture, food, language, and culture in the West
still exhibit a strong Spanish flavor.



Immense herds of buffalo provided sustenance and shaped the way of life for
Native American plains cultures.

However, by the 1870s and 1880s, cowboys and longhorn cattle had replaced
the vast bison herds throughout the West.
Only the foresight of a_few westerners saved the species from extinction.



The cowboy culture gave rise to many
icons of the West, including blue jeans,
chaps, boots, and the famed Stetson hat.
Donning such garments allows anyone
to participate in the magic of the
mythical West.

Cattle ranchers built great empires
and fortunes, and these cattle
barons built accordingly, as
evidenced by the Littlefield House
in Austin, Texas.




Economic booms, spurred by ranching, railroads, logging, mining, and farming
gave way to busts, leaving ghost towns and deserted ranches throughout the region.

During the twentieth century, nostalgia for the Old West revealed itself in novels, films, radio,
and television. B-western cowboy stars, such as Lash Larue, shown here in a 1981 photo,
thrilled audiences as they galloped across the silver screen.



Much has changed in the West, but not the enchanting grandeur of its natural beauty.
People continue to marvel at its rugged, foreboding deserts and mountains;

Its rushing waterfalls;




And, like the pioneers of old, people
continue to explore its vast wilderness
areas. The mythical West lives on!
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ABBEY, EDWARD

1927-1989, writer. See Monkey Wrench
Gang

ACES AND EIGIHTS

See Dead Man’s Hand

ACTION FIGURES

Introduction

In 1964 Hasbro coined the term “action
tigure” to describe its new line of military
figures, G.I. Joe. Hasbro knew that to
market what was essentially a doll to
boys (and their parents), it needed a
fresh angle. “Action figure” implied a toy
that little boys could use in active ways,
something far more manly than simply
dressing up a doll. The line was a huge
hit, and it didn’t take long for America’s

love for the Old West to show up in this
new format.

The early 1960s also featured a strong
lineup of television Westerns. With Gun-
smoke, The Rifleman, Maverick, Bonanza,
and other shows being viewed by mil-
lions of boys, toy companies realized the
vast market potential of western-themed
action figures. Although action figures
have changed drastically in format, form,
and style over the decades, one thing has
remained: the popularity of the western
theme.

The translation of the western mythos
into playthings corresponded nicely with
children’s play habits. Most important to
children are the “white hats,” or good
guys. These characters will (hopefully)
be the ones children relate to; through
them children can place themselves in
the action.

Next, children need “black hats,” or
bad guys. Villains provide the conflict,
the evil that must be overcome and de-
feated. Finally come the secondary char-
acters: henchmen on the side of evil or
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(often comic) sidekicks on the side of
good. Just as in the western movies and
TV shows that children watch, these sec-
ondary characters can be injured, kid-
napped, and rescued and can serve as bit
actors in the stories they play out.

White Hats in the Sandbox

From the very beginning, toy companies
knew the qualities required of their good
guys in any action-figure line: bravery,
integrity, courage, strength, humility,
and other laudable traits. During the
1960s, the heroes of television westerns,
like Matt Dillon, Lucas McCain, Rowdy
Yates, and the Cartwrights, exuded these
qualities. But the age of licensing well-
known characters from shows was still
years off. Instead, toy companies, like
Marx, developed western action-figure
lines based predominately on fictional
characters they themselves created.

However, one real-life character ap-
peared in Marx’s first line and has been
in very many action-figure lines since:
Gen. George Armstrong Custer starred as
a white hat in the very first western-
themed line of figures, Marx’s Best of the
West series. Only two other real-life char-
acters—Daniel Boone and Geronimo-—
joined Custer in the series of more than
20 figures. Custer has since been pro-
duced dozens of times, by many different
companies in many different styles, but
one thing has remained the same: he’s
always a good guy.

Today, of course, we realize that Custer
wasn't as pure and innocent as we were
led to believe by our grade school his-
tory teachers. But the mythos of General
Custer as the ultimate military hero—

giving his life to defend the West from
the “heathen” Indian—stuck with his ac-
tion figure over the decades.

Why did Custer remain such a popu-
lar choice? Certainly there were plenty
of other names well known to the aver-
age child. A few figures did occasionally
get made of these characters. But none
has the distinction of being represented
as a plastic icon so many times. Custer
even showed up when he made little
sense in context, for example, in the Leg-
ends of the Lone Ranger line of the early
1980s.

Custer’s powerful mythos and martyr-
dom, combined with his easily recog-
nized appearance, make him an ideal
choice for an action-figure white hat. His
mythos represents everything heroic
about the western frontier, and dying a
hero’s death added extra spice and ap-
peal. His long, flowing blond hair, dis-
tinct facial hair, and military uniform al-
lowed manufacturers to produce a figure
that children would know on sight as



General Custer. He stood out as a mar-
keter’s dream, a widely recognizable fig-
ure with all the right qualities, and no
one left to collect royalties.

Other famous real-life western heroes
did make it into plastic. Wild Bill Hickok,
Buffalo Bill Cody, Calamity Jane, Belle
Starr, Annie Oakley, Wyatt Earp, Doc
Holliday, Davy Crockett, Daniel Boone,
Jim Bowie, and others have all been
made into toys for children. All were por-
trayed as the white hats.

By the late 1970s, licensing characters
from movies and television shows be-
came the de facto standard. Toys from
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children and companies alike back to the
tales of their heroics.

Evil in the Toy Box:

The Black Hats

Toy companies faced a tougher task in
creating the black hats. Sure, they found
some straightforward candidates—Billy
the Kid and Jesse James, the most com-
mon. The villain of the Alamo, Santa
Anna, was even produced once. In gen-
eral, however, the evil characters were ei-
ther licensed characters from a movie or
show, such as Butch Cavendish from The
Lone Ranger, or a generic “baddie” devel-
oped from an accepted concept of a true
western villain.

What may be surprising for many is
that Native Americans only rarely ap-
peared as evil characters. Even during
the 1960s, Native characters, like Tonto,
were marketed as friends of the cowboys.
When they did appear as villains, they
were usually portrayed as misunder-
stood, not bad. Of course, this subtlety
did not necessarily translate into play
style. I recall many kids who used Native
characters as their main enemy force.

Companies strongly relied on the color
black to create their villains. Even when
using a well-known character, such as

TV shows and movies like The Legend of Jesse James, the toy manufacturer care-

the Lone Ranger, Butch and Sundance:
The Early Years, Wild Wild West, Grizzly
Adams, How the West Was Won, and
Zorro became the norm, while lines
based on generic characters slowly disap-
peared. Still, even today the most re-
silient of the famous western heroes
show up occasionally in the toy aisles.
Their myth is still strong enough to lure

fully dressed him predominately in
black. Sam Cobra, for example, the only
character in the large Best of the West
set who was marketed as purely bad, was
dressed, quite nattily, all in black, com-
plete with all-black accessories.

In marketing, these bad boys’ dishon-
esty, cowardice, and untrustworthiness
were their key selling points. No one was



4 ACTION FIGURES

portrayed as a murderer, not even an ac-
tual felon such as Billy the Kid. Rather,
they were often thieves, and gambling
was one of their usual pastimes. The
prevailing mythos represented the west-
ern bad guy as a stagecoach, train, or
bank robber or as a cowardly, dishonest
poker player. Probably for fear of offend-
ing parents, the manufacturers down-
played the idea that these men were real
killers.

Sam Cobra, from Marx’s Best of the
West line, personified this type of charac-
ter. A no-good, cheating gambler, he
came with many deceitful accessories. A
special knife could be hidden in his
sleeve, a derringer could be hidden in his
belt buckle, and another could be cached
in a cue ball. No ideal western villain
would be complete without his bundle of
dynamite to blow up the bank’s safe. Co-
bra was an oddity, though, being mar-
keted very clearly as a bad guy. Most oth-
ers, even Jesse James and Billy the Kid,
were simply sold as one more player in
little Bobby’s dugout of characters, allow-
ing the child to decide the role they
would play.

Once licensing characters from major
shows became the norm, those charac-

”
*»

ters that were evil on the show were nat-
urally evil in toy form as well. Butch
Cavendish, the nemesis of the Lone
Ranger, is possibly the best example.
Dressed predominately in black and rid-
ing a black horse, he was the antithesis
of the Masked Man. Specific play sets de-
veloped with Butch Cavendish in mind
almost always involved robbery as the
crime. These figures represented a less-
violent evil. The description of El Lobo,
another villain in the Lone Ranger’s
West, is a perfect example: “El Lobo, the
Mexican Outlaw, scheming enemy of the
Lone Ranger” Deceitfulness, either in
stealing or while playing cards, was the
predominate trait of the western bad guy
action figure.

The Portrayal of

Western Minorities

The American West had many minority
members, many of them not as much in
the minority as traditional depictions
would have us think. Native Americans,
African Americans, Hispanics, Asians,
and women of all nationalities played
major roles in the story of the American
West. Surprisingly, all have been repre-
sented in the toy box as well, and not
just as villains.

As noted earlier, although “Indians”
were present in almost every western
line produced, only rarely did they ap-
pear as bad. In general, they served as
sidekicks, buddies, compadres. Any neg-
ative elements in their personas were
usually presented as the result of a mis-
understanding, as in the case of Red
Sleeves, part of the Lone Ranger series,
billed as “the noble foe, the fierce
Apache” The packaging explained, “Few
who lived in the Old West were more



feared and less understood than Red
Sleeves, the Indian who rode alone.
Driven from his tribal land by Butch
Cavendish’s outlaw band, Red Sleeves
mistakenly blamed all men for the evils
of a few” Even during the 1960s and ‘70s,
toy companies largely avoided stereotyp-
ing minorities.

Although African Americans played a
major role in the real Old West, they
played a far smaller one in the plastic
version. During the last 40 years, there
have only been a handful of black west-
ern figures available, mostly fictional.
The only real-life example is Nat Love,
one of the most famous African-Ameri-
can cowboys and perhaps the model for
Deadwood Dick.

Female figures enjoyed a more promi-
nent role in the toy box because manu-
facturers hoped to lure little girls as cus-
tomers. Real-life characters, such as
Calamity Jane, Belle Starr, and Annie
Oakley, served as action figures, and
companies created many other fictional
characters as well. Even if girls had little
interest in them (Barbie provided fierce
competition), the female figures pro-
vided “damsels in distress” for little boys
to rescue. The companies should be
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given some credit, however, for outfit-
ting these females not just with com-
pacts and lipstick but with .45s and Win-
chesters. Native American female figures,
in stark contrast to their Caucasian
counterparts, did not appear as armed
warriors.

It may seem surprising at first to see
such diversity in toys, particularly when
it was clearly not intended to broaden
the market audience. Toy companies
knew that although children were their
market, parents held the purse strings. If
little Johnny pointed out an action figure
that did not appear different enough
from others in the same line, a parent
might tell him, “You don’t need that; you
already have one!” A sale would be lost.
Distinctly different clothes, hairstyles,
and skin colors helped toy manufactur-
ers convince parents that little Johnny
really did need just one more figure.

The best representation of such mar-
keting diversity was a line called The
Ready Gang, produced by Marx in the
late 1970s. The three characters included
the Sundown Kid (the blond Caucasian),
Ringo (Mexican), and Trooper Gibson
(the black ex-soldier). This line is today
very sought-after by collectors, not only
because of its quality but also because of
its diversity.

Conclusions

The mythos of the American West lends
itself perfectly to the fantasy world of ac-
tion figures. In every line, good guys and
bad guys are necessary for childhood
role playing. With the well-known myths
of characters such as General Custer,
Billy the Kid, and Geronimo, some real-
life western people fit the archetypal
roles perfectly. The ambiguity of the real
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West, where the lines between good guy
and bad guy could be extremely blurred,
has at times made it difficult to place
people in clear-cut roles. Manufacturers
didn’t try to pigeon-hole their charac-
ters; they simply produced a variety and
let the kids sort it out.

It is in the characterization of these ac-
tion figures that we see the bare mythos
of the American West. Good guys are
honest, brave, and trustworthy. Bad guys
are liars, gamblers, cheats, and thieves.
We may recognize the historical inaccu-
racy, but this mythos is so ingrained in
our society that we accept it as a given
even in the toys we buy our children.
Western toys produced by foreign com-
panies in foreign lands carry these same
ideals. The American West has been
marketed and sold to the entire world in
this fashion through TV, movies, books,
and even our own history classes. For
some, these deeply rooted stereotypes
may seem outdated or even dangerous,
but for most little kids and big kids alike,
it’s just about playing “cowboys and
Indians’

—Michael Crawford

See also Butch Cassidy and the Sundance
Kid; Earp Brothers; Lone Ranger
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Each year, a host of reenactors dress up
in period costumes to re-create historical
eras, battles, and other events. Reenac-

tors play the parts of mountain men, sol-
diers, dance hall girls (and prostitutes),
and gunfighters, thereby vicariously en-
joying life in the Old West. Among the
more colorful, noisy, and action-filled re-
creations are action-shooting contests
held at various locations around the
country. Mike Venturino describes one
such event:

In a blur of movement, the cowboy
jumps up, draws his gun and starts spray-
ing hot lead around the saloon. As he
hammers away, the bad guys begin to
fall. The first six-gun empties, and the
cowboy pulls out a second. But even
when that one is spent, he’s not out of
danger. He grabs a shotgun off a nearby
table and blasts his way toward the exit,
firing so rapidly that the gun’s side-by-
side barrels sound nearly as one. When
he finally clears the room and kicks open
the double swinging doors, there’s more
trouble outside: Another band of outlaws
lines the street. To make matters worse,
he’s out of ammo. Amid a jangle of spurs
and a swish of chaps leather, he runs to
his horse, where his trusty Winchester ri-
fle waits. Whisking it clear of the scab-
bard, he levers in the first round and lets
fly, swinging the gun from side to side
with incredible speed and accuracy. At
last, he squeezes off his final shot.
Breathing hard, he waits for the dust to
settle. His heart sinks. One of the bad
guys is still standing. (Venturino 1988)

Action shooters generally dress the
part, wearing period cowboy costumes,
handlebar mustaches, and other sartorial
touches. They might be firing authentic,
historical weapons or recent-vintage re-
productions. But most importantly, they



are firing at targets, not at other human
beings. The Single Action Shooting Soci-
ety (SASS, 15,000 members) and the Na-
tional Congress of Old West Shootists
(NCOWSY) serve as organizing bodies for
groups in some 40 states and many for-
eign countries. An estimated 50,000 peo-
ple, probably more than 75 percent of
them men, participate in these contests
worldwide. Even countries without a his-
tory of Wild West violence enjoy the ac-
tion. For example, the Western Action
Shooting Society bills itself as “New
Zealand’s premier cowboy action shoot-
ing group.”

The governing organizations specify
the types of firearms permitted. Cowboy
action shooters must fire single-action
revolvers that require cocking the ham-
mer manually before each shot. The de-
sign of rifles and carbines must predate
1899. Arms manufacturers Winchester
and Black Hills produce ammunition de-
signed specially for cowboy shooters.

Colt’s famous single-action Army Re-
volver, “The Peacemaker,” is the hand-
gun of choice. The gun has undergone
only minor changes since its 1873 intro-
duction for the U.S. Cavalry. Today’s
models, priced at about $1,200, are pro-
duced only in .45 Colt and .44-.40 cal-
ibers, the most popular rounds with ac-
tion shooters.

Contest design shows great creativity
and challenges competitors with the
novel and unexpected. Contestants
might have to shoot from fake horses
that roll on tracks. They might take aim
from atop stagecoaches, around obsta-
cles, or running or rolling. Both speed
and accuracy count, as in an authentic
Old West shoot-out.

Many action shooters assume that
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their play re-creates historical reality. A
few shooters, however, are more savvy.
Floyd D. P. Oydegaard offers wonderfully
detailed and informative Internet in-
struction on “How to Be a Pistolero: A
Guide to Old West Historical Reenact-
ing” He details dress, mannerisms,
weapons, aliases, and other critical parts
of re-creating the persona of an Old West
gunslinger. However, he also reminds
practitioners that for virtually every Old
West gunslinger, “The Legend was much
worse than the real man. That was what
the public wanted to believe. ... the
truth was never so interesting””

Indeed, western films are rife with ref-
erences to the gunplay and mayhem that
characterized the mythical West. (Peggy
Thompson and Saeko Usukawa have
gathered more than 100 pages of great
western film quotes into Tull in the Sad-
dle: Great Lines from Classic Westerns.)
Jerry Valance (played by John Ireland) in
Red River (1948) expresses the usual
worshipful attitude toward guns ex-
pressed in westerns: “You know, there
are only two things more beautiful than
a good gun: a Swiss watch or a woman
from anywhere” In the 1939 film Dodge
City, trail boss Wade Hatton (Errol Flynn)
asks the town’s barber, “Well, what'’s the
news in Dodge?” “Well, just about the
same as always,” replies the barber.
“Gambling and drinking and killing.
Mostly killing”

In El Dorado (1967), gunslinger Nels
McCloud (Christopher George) delivers a
bit of pop philosophy to his gang: “Faith
can move mountains. But it can’t beat a
faster draw” As a counterpoint, feisty bar
owner Vienna (Joan Crawford) warns in
Johnny Guitar (1954) that “boys who play
with guns have be ready to die like men”
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An exchange in The Last of the Fast Guns
(1958) injects another healthy dose of re-
alism to movie fiction: “You wanted to
see me?” asks gunfighter Brad Ellison
(Jock Mahoney). “I wanted to see the
winner,” replies John Forbes (Carl Benton
Reid). “Nobody wins in a gunfight,”
replies Ellison.

The most famous parody of action
shooting and Old West role playing came
in the campy 1973 science fiction film
Westworld, which provides a delightful,
dark, bizarre story of action shooting
gone bad. Michael Crichton wrote and
directed the film, set in a high-tech
theme park of the future. Vacationers, for
$1,000 per day, interact with lifelike ro-
botic cowboys, prostitutes, and more in
an Old West setting. However, owing to
unexplained malfunctions, the usually
obliging robots begin killing the visitors.
In a brilliant casting touch, actor Yul
Brynner reprises his persona from The
Magnificent Seven as one of the gun-
slinger robots programmed to always
lose the shoot-out.

What is fascinating about the new ac-
tion-shooting pastime is that it has very
little to do with the realities of the Old
West. Blazing gunfights rarely happened.
Aware of the danger posed by guns, fron-
tier towns passed and enforced strict gun
control laws. The famous duels, with
gunslingers facing each other down on
Main Street, are much more a product of
filmmakers than of history. The notori-
ous inaccuracy of side arms left most
men loath to trust their lives to them. If
someone needed killing, ambush or back
shooting, rather than face-to-fact com-
bat, generally prevailed. In this sense,
Jack McCall’s murder of Wild Bill Hickok
with a cowardly shot from behind is

more representative of the Old West
than is the stereotypical glint-eyed,
“mano-a-mano” gunfight.

A panel of experts on violence in the
Old West discussed the issue at the 1999
Western History Association meeting in
Portland, Oregon. Ex—Secretary of the In-
terior Stewart L. Udall moderated the dis-
cussion. Quoting the late Arizona histo-
rian Bert Fireman, Udall reaffirmed that
“the West was not won by guns. It was
won by shovels and sweat” (“How the
West Got Wild” 2000). Historian Robert R.
Dykstra agreed that “the uniquely savage
and homicide-ravaged Old West is a con-
struct as phony as America’s favorite ‘in-
vented tradition’—the quick-draw street
duel reenacted every day in a score of
tourist venues!

In the same panel, Michael A. Bellesiles
quoted Robert Warshow’s observation in
his 1954 analysis of western film: “The
two most successful creations of Ameri-
can movies are the gangster and the
Westerner: men with guns” Bellesiles
pointed to Owen Wister’s novel The Vir-
&inian, which “popularized the gunfight,
the standard of any western. The fact
that such gunfights were incredibly rare
hardly mattered when compared with
the enormous romantic power of such a
man-to-man face-off” Historical reality
notwithstanding, legions of action shoot-
ers continue to replicate movie fiction,
while imagining that they are partaking
of western fact.

The mythology and fictive nature of
action shooting, however, does not blunt
the enthusiasm, as shooters expend an
estimated 24 million rounds of ammuni-
tion per year. Recreational, pretend gun-
play, however, is not without its critics.
In the wake of the horrific Littleton, Col-



orado, student massacre and similar
school tragedies, many people have
asked whether gunplay should be pre-
sented as a lighthearted pastime and a
tourist attraction. Parents, in particular,
feared that children might become en-
amored of the glorification of quick-
draw violence and perhaps act on those
impulses.

See also Wister, Owen, and Winthrop,
Washington
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ADAMS, ANSEL
1902-1984

San Francisco-born Adams spent his life
taking pictures. He labored as a commer-
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cial photographer for 30 years, but his
visually stunning, mostly black-and-
white photographs of western land-
scapes brought him fame.

An only child, Adams was perhaps more
than a little spoiled; his formal schooling
ended in his early teens as he chafed un-
der the regimentation of school. His par-
ents employed private tutors to complete
his studies. He enjoyed the piano and
considered music as a career. In 1916 he
visited Yosemite Valley and took his first
landscape photographs. The grandeur of
Yosemite lit a fire in him, and he deter-
mined to capture and share its stunning
beauty on film. He studied photography,
returning to Yosemite each summer.

Like John Muir and other early conser-
vationists, Adams realized that the natu-
ral wonders of the West could easily be
lost. He joined the Sierra Club in 1920
and served on its board of directors from
1934 until 1971.

Parmelian Prints of the High Sierras, his
first portfolio, appeared in 1927 The
work of Paul Strand would exert a strong
influence on Adams’s photographic vi-
sion. The following year he married Vir-
ginia Best and began working as an offi-
cial photographer for the Sierra Club. By
the early 1930s, his work enjoyed con-
siderable exposure and success. He
joined with Edward Weston, Imogen
Cunningham, and others to found Group
t/64. They devoted themselves to excel-
lence at all elements of photography,
from composition and lighting to careful
exposure and exquisite printmaking. He
also codified his meticulous approach to
exposure, processing, and printing into
what he called “the zone system” In
1933 the Ansel Adams Gallery opened in
San Francisco.
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Adams extended his range from Cali-
fornia across the West. On his first trip to
the Southwest, in 1928, he wrote from
Santa Fe, New Mexico, to his wife that
“the photographic material is simply im-
mense—beyond any imagination. I would
not be in the least surprised were our
destiny to establish us here” (Adams
with Alinder 1996). He published not
only portfolios of his work but also in-
structional guides to photography. He
also taught courses and helped establish
one of the first departments of photogra-
phy at the California School of Fine Arts
(later the San Francisco Art Institute).

In 1941 Secretary of the Interior
Harold Ickes commissioned Adams to
take photographs for murals to grace the
Interior Department’s new building. He
traveled throughout the West, shooting,
among other things, his most famous
picture, “Moonrise, Hernandez, New
Mexico!” His environmental ethic grew
even stronger. “Photography,” he wrote
in 1945 for the Sierra Club Bulletin,
“more than any other visual medium, ef-
fectively reveals not only the aspects of
the natural world, but also the tragic re-
sults of its violation.

Thanks to a Guggenheim Fellowship
in 1948, Adams spent the year taking
memorable photographs in national
parks and monuments. A portfolio of
those prints appeared in 1950. Although
he is best known for his landscapes, in
1953 he collaborated with skilled “peo-
ple photographer” Dorothea Lange for a
Life magazine study of Mormons in Utah.

The tonality, saturation, range, and
richness of an Adams print are immedi-
ately recognizable. His works, gracing
countless posters, calendars, note cards,
and other media, carried his conscious-

ness of the need for conservation around
the world. In later years, he gave up the
rigors of traipsing through the wilder-
ness he so loved and settled in Carmel,
California. In 1980 he received the Presi-
dential Medal of Freedom from Jimmy
Carter, on the recommendation of Ger-
ald Ford. The citation reads:

At one with the power of the American
landscape, and renowned for the patient
skill and timeless beauty of his work,
photographer Ansel Adams has been vi-
sionary in his efforts to preserve this
country’s wild and scenic areas, both on
film and on Earth. Drawn to the beauty
of nature’s monuments, he is regarded by
environmentalists as a monument him-
self, and by photographers as a national
institution. It is through his foresight and
fortitude that so much of America has
been saved for future Americans.

In July 1983 Adams tried to encourage
Carter’s successor, Ronald Reagan, to
show some concern for the environment.
He recorded his disappointment and very
negative impressions in a letter to fellow
photographer David Hume Kennerly:

The meeting with RR was not funny; it
was very discouraging. He is very gra-
cious and persuading, but it was like
confronting a stone wall. . .. I was told I
had “15 or 20 minutes” but I ended up
with 50! He talked for a time at first and
I was scrambling for my priorities. I said
most of what I had to say. I think it is a
marvelous country when a citizen can
talk with the President and tell him he
(the citizen) thinks he is seriously misin-
formed. I felt with a sinking feeling that
this country is in very poor hands. The
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The Alamo, San Antonio, Texas

subsequent interview might do some
good; it has been published all over the
world. WAKE UP, AMERICA (AND KEN-
NERLY!!) We are facing disaster! ALL BEST,
as ever! Ansel (Kennerly Web Site)

The master photographer and activist
died on 22 April 1984 of heart failure ag-
gravated by cancer. However, his vast
corpus of beautiful prints remains
among the most important and stunning
visual records of the great American
West.
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ALAMO

Along with the battle at the Little Big
Horn, the defense of the Alamo ranks as
one of the two most storied battles in
western history. Since 1905 the Daugh-
ters of the Texas Republic have safe-
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guarded this state and national treasure
located in downtown San Antonio. More
than 2.5 million people visit the 4.2-acre
complex each year. Plays, pageants,
films, and a plethora of books continue
to commemorate and, in some cases,
hotly debate what transpired at the
Alamo on 6 March 1836. Men remove
their hats in respect when entering, and
interior photographs are only permitted
once a year, on 6 March.

The priests and mission Indians who
inhabited the Alamo, first called Mission
San Antonio de Valero, could never have
foreseen the importance the humble
mission would take on. The mission was
originally established at another location
in 1718. Construction at the present site
began in 1724, and workers laid the cor-
nerstone of the church on 8 May 1744.
In 1793, after some 70 years of operation
marred by frequent Apache and Co-
manche attacks, Spanish officials secular-
ized the Alamo and San Antonio’s four
other missions. In the early 1800s the
site’s purpose changed from religious to
military as Spain stationed a cavalry unit
there. Soldiers began calling the old mis-
sion “the Alamo” in honor of their home-
town, Alamo de Parras, Coahuila, Mex-
ico. The Alamo continued to have
military significance and use through
Mexico’s war for independence from
Spain and after.

Even the site’s popular name is colored
by legend. Many insist that the name
“Alamo,” Spanish for “cottonwood,” came
from the rows of trees planted along the
Alameda, a prominent nearby San Anto-
nio street. However, the term appears
well before the stately cottonwoods were
planted. A cause cannot come after its
supposed effect.

The Texan uprising against Mexico’s
central government brought renewed
fighting to the Alamo. In December 1835
Ben Milam led Texan and Tejano volun-
teers against Mexican troops in San An-
tonio. After several days of close fighting,
they defeated the Mexican forces, occu-
pied the Alamo, and strengthened its de-
fenses. On 23 February 1836 Gen. Anto-
nio Lépez de Santa Anna and his army of
several thousand arrived outside San An-
tonio, nearly taking the force at the
Alamo by complete surprise.

Why Santa Anna concentrated his con-
siderable force on a strategically unim-
portant target stirred conjecture and leg-
end. Hidden treasure, perhaps? Based on
thin evidence, in 1992 Frank Busch-
bacher concluded that Jim Bowie must
have succeeded in his quest to find a
large cache of silver from the fabled San
Saba Mine and that he had carried the
fortune to the Alamo and hid it in the
fortress well. At Buschbacher’s urging,
archaeologists from St. Mary’s University
in San Antonio excavated the Alamo’s
well in early 1995. Alas, only a few
shards and other fragments appeared,
not the San Saba treasure.

The Alamo’s 182 defenders, under the
command of Col. William B. Travis, held
out for 13 days. Travis sent out a plea for
reinforcements, signed “Victory or Death”
Only a band of 32 volunteers from Gon-
zales arrived, on the eighth day of the
siege. They “swelled” the ranks of the de-
fenders to nearly 200 fighters. Texas de-
clared its independence from Mexico
during the siege on 2 March.

Travis offered his men three options:
rush the enemy outside the fortress, sur-
render, or remain inside and defend the
Alamo to the death. The men chose the



third option. According to legend and
film, as hope faded, Travis drew a line on
the ground and asked any man willing to
stay and fight to step over. All except one
complied, agreeing to fight to the death.
In the early morning of 6 March, Mexi-
can soldiers overran the compound,
killing or capturing all the combatants.
The exact facts concerning those final
hours remain vigorously disputed.

Santa Anna did not savor his victory
long. Spurred by cries of “Remember the
Alamo,” Texan forces dealt his army a
swift, devastating blow at San Jacinto on
21 April, capturing the general in the
process. Mexico held San Antonio until
May, then demolished much of the
Alamo and its outer walls before with-
drawing. Capt. Juan N. Seguin reoccu-
pied the town on 4 June 1836.

Among the heroes of the Alamo, sev-
eral have ties to other western legends.
One of Gene Autry’s ancestors, 42-year-
old Micajah Autry, died there. North Car-
olina-born, he left his family and ven-
tured to Texas, arriving in December
1835. “I go whole hog in the cause of
Texas,” he wrote his family, as he became
part of the Texan army (Alamo Official
Web Site). He fell in love with Texas and
its opportunities, relishing the 5,000
acres of land that military service would
net him and his family. In a letter to his
wife, Martha, he noted in a postscript
that “Col. Crockett has joined our com-
pany” (Alamo Official Web Site).

David “Davy” Crockett had already be-
come a living legend before his death at
the Alamo. The consummate frontiers-
man, hunter, teller of tall tales, and con-
gressman from Tennessee had already
made his way into literary legend. James
Kirke Paulding used Crockett as the
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model for his hero Nimrod Wildfire in
The Lion of the West. The play opened in
New York City on 25 April 1831. Books
supposedly based on Crockett’s life and
exploits began appearing soon thereafter.

Disenchanted with political life, Crock-
ett headed west with several other men
on 1 November 1835. He planned “to ex-
plore the Texes [sic] well before I return”
(Lofaro). In his last letter, written to his
family on 9 January 1836, he called
Texas “the garden spot of the world” He
closed his letter with the admonition,
“Do not be uneasy about me, I am
among friends.

It is the manner of Crockett’s death at
the Alamo, not his life, that has inspired
long-standing controversy. Susanna
Dickinson, wife of army officer Almaron
Dickinson, said that Crockett died out-
side the Alamo, one of the first to fall in
the fighting. This seems unlikely, how-
ever, because Travis had written that
during the first bombardment Crockett
had ranged widely in the Alamo, “ani-
mating the men to do their duty” Later
reports laud Crockett’s deadly gunfire,
including a near miss on Santa Anna.
Colonel Travis’s slave Joe, the only male
Texan to survive the battle, reported see-
ing Crockett lying dead, surrounded by
slain Mexicans. According to Joe, only
one man, named Warner, surrendered to
the Mexicans, only to be promptly shot.
Other wild tales of the 1830s had Crock-
ett clubbing Mexicans with his empty ri-
fle or even surviving as a slave working
in a Mexican salt mine.

In 1975 the translation and publica-
tion of a diary kept by Mexican Lt. Col.
Jestus Enrique de la Pefla (1807-1841)
added another version of Crockett’s
death. The translation included several
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Monument to the fallen at the Alamo, San Antonio, Texas

errors, indicative of the dangers of rely-
ing on a translation rather than an origi-
nal document. According to de la Pefia’s
eyewitness account and corroborating
documents, Mexican forces captured
Crockett and about six other Alamo de-
fenders at six o’clock that morning. Santa
Anna, furious that his order to take no
prisoners had been violated, quickly or-
dered the men executed. According to de
la Pefla, they were bayoneted and then
shot. The Mexican soldiers “thrust them-
selves forward, in order to flatter their
commander, and with swords in hand,
fell upon these unfortunate, defenseless
men just as a tiger leaps upon his prey.
Though tortured before they were killed,
th