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INTRODUCTION



With just five minutes of reel time to play out, things look grim for the two aging protagonists of Sam Peckinpah’s 1962 Western, Ride the High Country. Former lawman Steve Judd (Joel McCrea) has a bullet in his side and is hunkered down in a ditch to avoid a volley of gunfire coming from three murderous brothers whose own Code of the West is much different than Judd’s.


Judd’s partner, Gil Westrum (Randolph Scott)—a scoundrel in his own right—is no better off, seemingly dead on the ground nearby, having been brought down by the trio of Hammond brothers, whose violent, crazed behavior would become a staple of American and European Westerns of the 1960s and 1970s.


It’s not the sort of ending front-row fans of the old-fashioned cowboy hero movies were accustomed to seeing in the summer of 1962.


Then again, after experiencing a deceptively simple and straightforward first half, anyone watching Ride the High Country as it moves into its second half would quickly come to realize they weren’t sitting through just another Joel McCrea or Randolph Scott Western.


Ride the High Country was, for its time, something new and something different, something a little reassuring and something a little scary, a hybrid Western that let viewers know that not only was the ever-transitioning West changing, but so was the ever-transitioning Western. The stars were a couple of old hands at this sort of thing, men who, as any fan of their Western film careers knew, would usually make right all the wrongs set out by the plot before “The End” flashed on the screen.


In Ride the High Country they were, as McCrea joked later, two has-been actors playing two has-been lawmen, veterans now feeling the pain of arthritis and bunions and bemoaning the loss of their romantic and sexual vigor. Ride the High Country gave the two actors one last job to do, a chance to go out with some dignity—not unlike the characters they played in the film.


As such, Ride the High Country is a film about trying to regain your sense of self as a man and a Westerner as you and the world around you age. It asks the question, “What do you do to stay viable when the West no longer has any use for you?” It was a new theme for the time and inspired just about every Western Peckinpah made after it.


The film, shot in the autumn of 1961, featured the first and only pairing of the two stars. McCrea, born to a long line of Westerners, became identified with portraits of working-man Westerners, men who were reluctant to use a gun as they tried to sort out problems with feisty women, avaricious ranchers, brutish bad guys, and the like. With few exceptions, “good guys” became his forte. Though he had worked as a major star for a number of film studios and directors from the dawn of the talkie era to 1945, he switched to make Westerns full time in 1946. For a few years he appeared in sharply written, darkly tinged Westerns such as Ramrod (1947) and Colorado Territory (1949), but as the 1950s wore on, the quality of his films wore out, and most of the films he made between 1955 and 1959 are routine, at best.


Randolph Scott came from somewhat similar stock. He was a born-and-bred Southerner who believed in playing men who exemplified both the Code of the South and the Code of the West. Unlike McCrea, he came from a privileged and monied family, and during World War I he served as a forward artillery observer, learning to handle a horse, a bayonet, a rifle, and a sidearm—all skills that would come in handy as he played mostly easy-going men of action in a string of Westerns that earned him a top spot in exhibitor popularity lists in the early 1950s. Scott adopted a “what will be, will be” attitude regarding his career, adapting quickly to making what might best be described as solid B+ Westerns from 1946 on. Lightning struck in 1955 when John Wayne suggested Scott for the lead in a searing Western drama called Seven Men From Now, the first of seven films Scott would make with director Budd Boetticher. The pictures elevated Scott’s career and surprised audiences in presenting him as a hero who had one job on his mind: killing.


Those films became stories of redemption and revenge, anchored by Scott’s often-unmoving portrayals of men who had shooting to do and graves to dig as they sought a way to live with themselves for unspoken acts they had committed years before. In Boetticher, Scott found a director willing to push him as an actor. The work served as a good primer for Scott’s one film with Sam Peckinpah, who was a wilder and less-restrained filmmaker than Boetticher when it came to dealing with producers and studio heads. Boetticher learned how to work with them, ignore them, or run around them. Peckinpah just wanted to blow them all up.


Ride the High Country thus serves as an epitaph of sorts to the careers of McCrea and Scott while providing Peckinpah—best known at the time for the gritty television series The Westerner and a misfire of a Western film called The Deadly Companions—with a launching pad to the better known 1969 film classic, The Wild Bunch. Peckinpah knew the characters he fashioned in both Ride the High Country and The Wild Bunch well. He, too, was born to a family of Westerners. His father was a judge who did not need a law book or the Bible to tell right from wrong. Sam Peckinpah took that teaching to heart as he began work as a contract director on Ride the High Country. He clearly saw an opportunity to help the American Western grow up. Just a year or so before the assassination of a popular president, the start of an unpopular war, and the turmoil of civil rights protests upended the nation, Ride the High Country pushed the Western to adapt to turbulent times.


The production and release of the film reflected the times. The movie anticipated a changing America, a changing Western, and a changing world. It made it clear things were not always strictly black and white in the red, white, and blue America of the time. The people who tamed the West and still lived there in the 1960s remained frontier pioneers, men and women who had to make tough choices to survive. They understood having a touch of the maverick or outlaw in their personas would help them do just that. These types of characters are front and center in Ride the High Country.


The times were a-changing as the film released in the spring of 1962. It was the era of Edward Albee’s groundbreaking play Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?, Helen Gurley Brown’s eyebrow-raising Sex and the Single Girl, and Eugene Burdick and Harvey Wheeler’s Fail Safe, which warned of the consequences of just one nuclear weapon detonating. All these works spoke to the theme of transitional times, mores, and morals within a nation long accustomed to a conservatism that went beyond the four walls of politics.


Ride the High Country is a film in transition as well. The first half of the picture provides a comfortable nod of respect to the past, with our two old-time favorites riding to the distant, lawless mining town of Coarse Gold on a mission to safely transport gold for a bank in Hornitos, California, some two days’ ride away. Gil brings along the young Heck Longtree (Ron Starr) as his sidekick, and Elsa Knudsen (Mariette Hartley) joins them later on the road.


Unbeknown to Judd, Heck and Gil share a nefarious plan to steal the gold while Elsa longs to escape an abusive, religious, and judgmental father and find love in the form of one of the reckless Hammond brothers. Riding point for all of them—physically and morally—is Judd, who, as he puts it, just wants to enter his house justified.


Peckinpah recalled his father using this line when paraphrasing a Biblical verse, and the filmmaker paid homage to his late dad by having McCrea’s Steve Judd manifest his father’s best qualities. Scott’s Westrum may have been more like Peckinpah himself—a guy less willing to play by rules and more likely to bend them, break them, or shoot them to pieces to get what he wants. The long-time friendship between the two characters, soon to be torn apart by Westrum’s criminal plan, anchors the film and drives it toward its logical and violent conclusion. Judd feels he owes the West a debt because it gave him character and allowed him to be who he has become: a man of integrity. Westrum feels the West owes him something for all the lost loves and bullet holes he’s suffered to keep the peace.


The second half of the film turns dark, and fast. Coarse Gold is the Western town of future oaters—wet and snowy and dark and scary, where men trade in gold and women are bought, taken, and discarded. Elsa has no idea she is in for a planned gang rape, and Judd doesn’t quite know what to make of this new West, where respect for the old Code of Honor seems to have been dumped in an outhouse.


Ride the High Country’s West is one of progress, with camels threatening to outpace horses, unarmed sheriffs dressed like English bobbies taking the place of pistol-packing lawmen, and indoor flush toilets making outhouses a primitive reminder of the past. Yet the film makes an argument that the West still needs the Steve Judds and Gil Westrums to preserve the Code of the West, and notes that while change is inevitable, not all of it is good.


Most critics and film historians agree that there would be no The Wild Bunch without Ride the High Country. Kenneth Hyman, president of Warner Bros.-Seven Arts in the late 1960s, and Phil Feldman, producer of The Wild Bunch, saw Ride the High Country—as well as some of Peckinpah’s television work—and asked him to direct The Wild Bunch. Ride the High Country cemented Peckinpah’s reputation as a man who had an honest feel for the West, and it gave him the chance to direct a couple other movies—Major Dundee and The Cincinnati Kid. He got himself fired from the last one, a sign of how quickly he began unsuccessfully confronting the ages-old studio system to get things done the way he wanted.


Ride the High Country is important, too, in its introduction of heroes at odds with a changing West who seek to cling to the times they knew, desperately engaging in a race to out-gallop progress. The only compass they need is the Code of the West. While the film was released the same year as two other transitional Westerns, John Ford’s The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance and David Miller’s Lonely Are the Brave, of the three, Ride the High Country paints the clearest picture of the conflict between the old West and the new West.


Adding to the mix, Ride the High Country, produced and released by MGM (a studio that was slowly dying), reflected a transition from the traditional way of making films. The old Hollywood studio system of creating contract players and producing fifty-two movies a year was fading fast. The film was budgeted like a late 1940s Joel McCrea or Randolph Scott picture—about $800,000—with a tight shooting schedule of just four weeks. The movie featured familiar old faces like our two stars and Edgar Buchanan and ushered in a new breed of actors—Warren Oates, James Drury, L. Q. Jones—who would take center stage in the genre as the 1960s progressed. Thrown away by MGM, the film has developed a growing audience over the years that has come to realize something elegiac and forward-thinking about it.


I love the film and consider it my favorite Western. Why? Well, actor L. Q. Jones called it the best “take your girlfriend to the movies and hold hands while eating popcorn”1 film in the world. On a personal level, I’ve shown the film to every one of my girlfriends, all of whom found it moving, enjoyed holding my hand, and accepted that they weren’t going to get any popcorn. The film speaks to friendship, loyalty, sacrifice, aging, and mortality—all issues we hope to honor and accept. And I believe it’s one of the few Westerns to lead men to tears (Lonely Are the Brave fits that mold too, but I do not have the same passion for that film as High Country.)


As for the last five minutes of the film, if you haven’t seen it, don’t worry too much about how it all ends. Westrum was just playing dead, and he quickly jumps up during a lull in the shooting to join his pal in a nearby ditch with a rallying cry.


“Partner, what do you think?” a smiling Westrum asks the bleeding Judd as the Hammond boys reload to finish the job.


“Let’s meet them head on, halfway, just like always,” Judd tells his partner, itching to go out in style and set things right.


“My sentiments exactly,” a reinvigorated Westrum responds.


And so the two old buddies, long-time friends, band together for one last walk down one last lonely stretch of land to face off against the new West and prove that guns don’t win a battle—the Code of the West does.










1. | It’s a Snooze



Joseph Vogel was snoring, and Sam Peckinpah was furious.


You just didn’t go to sleep while watching a Sam Peckinpah film—even if you were the guy running the studio.


But there Vogel was, immaculately dressed in suit and tie, snoozing some ten minutes into a screening of Ride the High Country, a film Peckinpah had transformed from a routine shoot ‘em up to a sensitive study of two aging men fighting to find relevance in a new West. Vogel was the president of MGM, a studio, like the two protagonists of Peckinpah’s film, aging into a new Hollywood, unsure of itself. MGM once boasted having more stars than in heaven. Now, early in 1962, the studio desperately needed a hit, or maybe two or three hits, to offset a string of mostly unsuccessful films dating back to the mid-to-late 1950s.


Peckinpah first thought the snoring was some poorly dubbed background noise from the film. He turned to the film’s producer, Richard “Dick” E. Lyons, and asked, “What the hell is that noise?”


“That’s the president of the company snoring,” Lyons said.


“I’ll be a son of a bitch,” Peckinpah said.1


When Vogel awoke he found himself watching a disturbingly unpleasant sequence set in a brothel where the heroine—played by newcomer Mariette Hartley—finds herself fending off an attempted gang rape by her new husband’s brothers. Vogel was disgusted. MGM was not about this.


Vogel had told the press and public some five years earlier that MGM was going to return to its roots of making wholesome family pictures, the sort of thing Walt Disney excelled at. Ride the High Country, a new-fangled Western starring old-fashioned cowboy stars Randolph Scott and Joel McCrea, was hardly that. It had fire, flare, and violence, a wry, dark sense of humor, and a feeling of sadness and finality to it.


This new director’s new film did not please Vogel. He took his ire out on Lyons. “This is the worst film that’s ever been perpetrated on the American public,” he said, suggesting he might not even release the picture.2


Peckinpah, then in his late 30s, stood his ground. The still-young former U.S. Marine, accustomed to fighting battles even if he lost them, offered to find the financing to distribute the film himself. He said if Vogel gave him three days to run the film in mainstream cinemas, the studio would have a hit on its hands. This did not sway Vogel. He barred Peckinpah from the lot—the first time the director found himself cut adrift from a studio because of his rebellious, if spirited, nature.


This sequence of events became indelibly inscribed in both Lyons’s and Peckinpah’s minds as they recalled, years later, how MGM initially saw the film which would eventually attract a critical and cult following over the years.


As Vogel slept and then vented, the duo thought one thing, as cowboy and author Max Evans, a friend of Peckinpah’s, would recall: “A Hollywood in transition didn’t understand a Western movie about the topic.”3
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Figure 1. Sam Peckinpah riding high on a camera crane in the years before things went steadily and swiftly downhill. He was a man who wanted things his own way, and there’s always a price to pay for that. (Author’s collection)








Peckinpah had worked wonders to make the film come together. He agreed to a four-week shooting schedule—strictly B movie stuff—a low, tight budget, some serious rewriting of the original script, and the borrowing of sails from MGM’s big production of Mutiny on the Bounty to make tents for the mining camp. (Some say he downright stole those sails.) He cast new, young, vibrant actors in key supporting roles and drew raw, vulnerable performances from acting veterans Joel McCrea and Randolph Scott, both of whom praised his direction. Peckinpah was delighted when Sol C. Siegel, head of production for MGM, told him how much he liked the film. “You gambled with that funny style of yours, and you’ve won,” Siegel said after viewing the movie. “I like it. Go ahead and make the final cut.”4


Even with Siegel’s blessing, that wasn’t an easy task to pull off. The studio’s editor-in-chief, Margaret Booth, disliked the film and felt it could not be properly cut to make a full film. She hated the way Peckinpah had laid out the final gunfight and couldn’t believe he included a bit in which one of the bad guys, played by Warren Oates, gets so frustrated at missing the target mid-gunfight that he empties his six-shooter at some clucking chickens. Peckinpah—not an easy man to please and, in fact, a pretty easy man to annoy—had already lost his patience with the studio when they ordered him to leave the Mammoth Lakes area of the High Sierras, where he was shooting on location, because of an incoming snow storm.


Sam Peckinpah wanted it his own way. He had risen quickly within the television industry of the late 1950s and early 1960s, and had one imperfect Western under his belt, 1961’s The Deadly Companions. On that film he fought, and lost, against the producer, resulting in a film neither one was happy with. A fighter by nature, Peckinpah did not fear the Hollywood power brokers. That would work against him in later years, because they were not afraid to recut his films, barring him from the lot or firing him.


But Sam felt good early in 1962 when the film screened. He would recall Vogel telling him he found the film distasteful, but that was all right with Peckinpah. He was a film artist who made films for himself first, the public second, and the critics and film studio heads not at all. And Vogel could do little to undercut the finished product except see it got very little marketing support and relegate it to the second-run circuit.


Vogel had helped helm some late 1950s hits for the studio, including Gigi, North by Northwest, and Ben-Hur, but recent films he had overseen—Cimarron, Mutiny on the Bounty, and The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse—were financial and critical misfires, leading him to be a tad nervous when it came to taking a chance on a new type of Western in which comedy and carnage bled into each other. The spirited, stubborn director would wish he could pull out a six-gun, like his aging Westerners of Ride the High Country, and shoot it out with producers who dared to test his artistic vision. Siegel, a champion of the film, finally saw it and sent Peckinpah a note asking, “Who the fuck do you think you are, John Ford?”5


Peckinpah was not John Ford. He rarely praised Ford’s Westerns, though he liked My Darling Clementine. He told journalist Anthony Macklin he thought The Searchers was one of Ford’s worst films. But he got a chance to meet Hollywood’s old master on the MGM lot sometime in 1962—probably while Ford was shooting a sequence for MGM’s epic How the West Was Won. What they said to one another is unknown, but author David Weddle, in his biography of Peckinpah, said the aging Ford passed a baton of sorts to the youthful Peckinpah that day. Ford had just directed his last good film, The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance, and he would stagger through another few bad films before retiring in the mid-1960s. In contrast, Peckinpah would stumble after Ride the High Country and not find firm footing as a director until 1969’s The Wild Bunch.


Though The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance’s dark tone meshes with some of the blacker hues of character and Western morals of Ride the High Country, the pictures remain vastly different in terms of the story they tell and the manner in which they view the impact of progress and define redemption. But for a few months there in 1962, it did seem the two men crossbred a couple of classic films that spoke to changes coming to the Western in the 1960s.


For a short time that year both men were at the peak of their powers, though Ford was on the way down and Peckinpah on the way up. Peckinpah’s secretary, Gay Hayden, who had typed Peckinpah’s many revisions of the original screenplay for Ride the High Country—originally branded with the unoriginal title Guns in the Afternoon—recalled the night MGM screened the film for the cast and crew. The audience loved it. “Sam was excited about the picture,” she recalled. “He was excited about the promise of it, the reception of it. He looked like a happy human being, which he didn’t a lot. I don’t think I ever saw him that happy again.”6


Maybe that’s true. Like the two main protagonists of his latest film, Peckinpah would struggle for the next two decades to remain relevant in a changing Hollywood. While Ride the High Country would open a lot of doors for him, he managed, with his sometimes-prickly personality, to slam them shut. But Ride the High Country would pave a road to The Wild Bunch, The Ballad of Cable Hogue, Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid, and, to a lesser degree, Junior Bonner. These films told stories of men outliving their usefulness and their times, aware that their six-guns would one day fall silent even if they survived one last bloody battle of morals.


This would become the story of Sam Peckinpah. Combative to the end, he found Hollywood had little use for him by 1980. There would be good films and good times ahead for him, but also professional heartbreak, personal challenges, health issues, and battles with drugs and alcohol. Unlike the antiheroes of so many of his films, he couldn’t pull out a six-gun and shoot his way out of his struggles. But for now, he had Ride the High Country.


And that was more than enough.










2. | Riding a Long Time and Not Getting Very Far



The blood gushed out of young Sam Peckinpah’s arm. It looked like a prospector had struck red oil in his artery. The boy had actually cut himself while cleaning fish with his grandfather. As Peckinpah’s younger sister, Fern Lee, later told it, Sam didn’t wince or cry or scream. He just watched the blood spurting upward like a fountain gushing water. Shades of things to come.1


Details. Peckinpah was obsessed with them. He watched intently for any sign of animal life in the forests around him as he hunted quail and other game as a child and teen. Years later, in the dawn of his success, he carefully viewed how children, armed with water balloons, surrounded a human target to conduct a group assault. He stood, fascinated, on the beach near his Malibu home to watch a fresh arsenal of water balloons, tossed into the ocean, slowly bob their way back and forth on the roll of the waves. These observations inspired moments of his 1969 film, The Wild Bunch.2


Details. Sam’s grandfather Denver Church had taught him to pay attention. Living, surviving, and thriving in the Northern California mountains in the 1920s and 1930s demanded such vigilance. You had to learn how to visually mark your trail in and out of the wilderness, to slow down and observe enough to spot a pair of quail sitting quietly in a tree just above you, to find water. Sam learned how to shoot and kill game for food. Denver would send Sam out into the wilderness with a shotgun and two shells. “Come back with two quail or don’t come back,” he told the boy.3
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