
Westerns 

In What Do I Read Next? Volume 1, 2005, D.R. Meredith describes two categories of Westerns. The first concerns itself with ranchers as 
survivors seeking revenge for the murder of their families. Revenge is always a good theme for a Western or a mystery for that matter. It just 
seems there are many more than there used to be. The victims are almost always the innocent whose existence poses no risks for the 
murderers, and whose deaths are particularly gruesome. One could almost call this trend the development of the noir Western analogous to 
the noir or hard-boiled mystery and the film noir. This is the most violent category and the violence is the motivation for the characters. One 
example is A Bad Day to Die by J. Lee Butts. The protagonist is motivated by the violent murder of his family and seeks the killer in revenge. 
A friend persuades him to join the Texas Rangers, thus placing vengeance in a legal context. 
 
The second category is what he calls John Wayne Westerns, or those in which the innocent such as women and children are not generally the 
victims, and the blood does not seem so real. An example of the John Wayne Western would be A Soldier Returns by Fred Grove in which a 
galvanized Yankee wants to marry a woman who must first obtain a divorce. Despite the title, there is plenty of action in this book. 

 

Walter Van Tilburn Clark. The Ox-Bow Incident. 1940. 

 

The town of Bridger's Wells, Nevada, in 1885 is the setting for this classic western dealing with the theme of justice. A 

posse is formed to search for cattle rustlers, and the group must deal with issues of innocence, guilt, and punishment. 

The sub-text is the motivations of the individuals in the group and how they perceive the consequences of their actions. 

  

 

Loren D. Estleman. The Master Executioner. 2001. 

 

The tools of Oscar Stone's trade are a rope, a set of scales, and a cold, hard heart. He is a professional hangman, plying 

his trade after the Civil War. Oscar is a killer who is content to be on the side of the law, and does not care whether he 

is on the side of the angels. Against the development of the American West, we are shown Oscar's increasing expertise 

with ropes, gibbets, and the anatomy of the damned. Loren Estleman brings his trademark clarity of style and vivid 

description to a hard-boiled western that follows the merciless ethos of a Greek tragedy. 

  

 

Jim Fergus. The Wild Girl: The Notebooks of Ned Giles, 1932. 2005. 

 

Seventeen year old photographer Ned Giles joins the Great Apache Expedition in search of a boy kidnapped by Apaches 

in the Sierra Madre Mountains of Mexico. La Nina Bronca, the Wild Girl of the title, provides fast paced unexpected 

adventure. Belonging to the western, historical fiction and coming of age genres, this should appeal to many readers. 

However, sexually explicit scenes make this unsuitable for youngsters. 

  

 

Louis L'Amour. Hondo. 1983. 

 

Hondo could see someone coming from miles away, before anyone else. He could hear things long before others. He 

had to. He was a scout and a dispatch rider for the army. Having lived with the Apaches with an Apache squaw, he 

knew their ways. Hondo could live off the desert when any white man would have died. Then he comes across Angie 

Lowe's ranch. Angie and her 6 year-old son Johnny live alone. Even with the Apache uprising almost in full bloom, she 

refused to be taken to the Fort for safety. But something passed between Angie and Hondo and a small kiss goodbye 

sealed their love for each other! She knew he'd be back. But first she had to find out about her missing husband! 

  



 

Stephen Overholser. Chasing Destiny. 2005. 

 

Destiny, daughter of the town drunk, does not believe that her father robbed and murdered a rancher, and refuses to 

believe that the body passed off as his was really him. She decides to head west to the mining town of Revlis to try to 

track him down. Michael, a fellow student in town and the narrator of the book, decides to go with her and the children 

journey through a harsh and lawless landscape. 

  

 

I. J. Parnham. Miss Dempsey's School for Gunslingers. 2004. 

 

Miss Dempsey just wants to teach in the town of Destiny, trying to interest the locals in education by pointing out that 

they won't notice if they're on a wanted poster if they can't read. Sheriff Randolph just wants to build a jail and win Miss 

Dempsey's affection, but faces the rivalry of Kent, a salesman of fake historical memorabilia who is running for mayor. 

Kent is up against Jackson, who tries to win votes through intimidation, and Sherman, who is willing to stoop to bribery 

to become mayor and make off with the town's money. 

  

 

Richard S. Wheeler. Masterson. 1999. 

 

This Spur Award winner is written by one of the top writers of Western historicals. From the cover of the paperback 

edition, which is a montage of old newspaper articles and period photographs, to the vignettes of famous contemporary 

figures within the book, this fictional memoir is crammed full of authentic historical details, which make it a rich and 

rewarding read for the Western buff. The story is written in the first person and draws you in immediately: "Well, Hell, I 

guess it all started this way. Louella wanted to meet me for dinner at Shanley's." This is Bat Masterson talking, famous, 

or infamous lawman and gunslinger, and friend of the Earps. Masterson is now a successful sports journalist in New 

York, covering the fights. "Louella" is Louella Parsons, just starting out as a journalist and wanting to find out the real 

scoop about the old West. Bat's anger is stirred by the simplistic view modern people seem to have of the days of the 

frontier. He is puzzled by the faulty legends that have grown up around him over the years. Were his own motives for 

letting the legends stand also faulty? Though old and sick with diabetes, Bat sets off on one last rail trip across the West 

to lay to rest some ghosts before he dies. 

 


