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Introduction


Robert Nott


A man is what he is, Bob, and there’s no breaking the mold.
I tried that and I’ve lost.


—Shane, to Bob Starrett


When Shane rode into that isolated Wyoming valley in the summer of 1889, he wasn’t just a man looking to run away from his past or avoid another killing. He was a man searching for himself, and to do that he had to find a family. His was a story that postwar Americans, who still wanted to believe in good vanquishing evil and modern-day knights riding to the rescue, could embrace and readily understand. They too were once again celebrating unity as a family following more than four years of separation, angst, and loss because of the war. Shane was dangerous, but he was good, and in a valley on the verge of range warfare, his very presence unsettled the bad guys, like a recently empowered country that realized it could use atomic weapons to vanquish its enemies. And that prospect was definitely one that could grab your attention back in 1949, shortly before the Cold War turned deadly with the Korean War and everyone started seeing witches in the Red Scare of the 1950s.


Yet were it not for the addition of one or two important elements, Jack Schaefer’s 1949 novel Shane may have come off as just a slightly more artistic take on the then-popular pulp Western novels. Schaefer certainly relied on many of that genre’s familiar tropes in his story of a stranger on horseback who drifts into a valley of conflict to set things right with his six-gun: ranchers v. farmers, good v. evil, a bad man looking for redemption, and a strong dose of fighting and shooting to garnish the tale. Anyone familiar with the genre would have recognized all of those components.


What Schaefer did to raise the story to classic heights was to tell it through the eyes of a young boy—Bob Starrett. By letting such an innocent character bear witness to the story, Schaefer imbued the tale with a freshness that eased readers into an otherwise age-old story. And Schaefer’s protagonist—Shane, a man who seemed to come from nowhere and appeared equally determined to pass on to nowhere—was cast in the model of a mythological Greek God, an out-of-place knight looking for refuge from all the dragons. After falling in love with the Starrett family, Shane was well aware that he would have to pull out his lance and slay a few more serpents before peace would come to the valley.


That boy, Bobby, was really Jonathan Schaefer, or Jon, as he is now known. He was about five years old when his father started working on the story, about eight when the novel came out, and twelve when the film version—shot by director George Stevens in 1951 but not released until 1953—hit the screens. The film, starring Alan Ladd as Shane and Brandon de Wilde in the role of the boy “Joey” (as the character was renamed for the cinema), proved to be an immediate success with critics and the public and further solidified the myth of an aging gunman who can only find solace in accepting the fact that he is who he is.


Today, Jon Schaefer, who lives in Santa Fe, New Mexico, where his dad lived for over some thirty-five years, still delights in reflecting on the circumstances that led his father, then an editorial-page writer for a Norfolk, Virginia, newspaper, to pen Shane. Jon Schaefer displays a sharp sense of humor when asked how one can find his 1930s-era adobe home tucked away on a side street in mid-town. “Just call out, ‘Shane, come back!’” he said.


His dad had not yet set foot west of Toledo, Ohio, when he wrote Shane in the mid-1940s. “Jack Schaefer found the West in himself and then found himself in the West,” his son said, quoting a now-forgotten literary critic of old. Jack Schaefer was born near Cleveland, Ohio, in November 1907 and, somewhat like Shane, had spent much of his adult life journeying from town to town around the East, moving from one newspaper job to another. The family was living in a spacious three-story house in the Norfolk area when young Jonathan was growing up; it was an environment of exploration, music, and literature, he recalled. His mother, Eugenia, a superb pianist, hosted a classical music soiree once a week.


Jack Schaefer also hosted regular meetings at the house. “He wanted to be a short-story writer,” Jon said of his father. “He would hold monthly dinners for cultured city friends and afterward he would read a chapter or two of latest short story, always with a city setting. And they’d sit there and look at him and say, ‘Ahhhh, Jack, I don’t know.’”


Hardly discouraged, Jack Schaefer instead stayed late at his newspaper office and began knocking off a Western story about a “stranger who comes to town and there’s a boy who thinks he’s a God,” Jon Schaefer said. Jack brought some of his new story to the culture group and read the work aloud, nervously anticipating another round of indifferent criticism. Instead, his peers said, “We know nothing about Westerns, but this is good. Keep it up!”


So he did, writing most of what we know now as Shane and submitting the tome to Argosy magazine. In those days writers who submitted unsolicited works to publications like Argosy, the Saturday Evening Post, and Collier’s were expected to include a self-addressed stamped envelope for the rejection letter and return of the manuscript. They were also expected to double-space the text. Jack Schaefer did neither when he sent it to Argosy. Months went by and he assumed the magazine’s editors were not interested. Then one day the phone rang. Schaefer answered it.


“Jack Schaefer?” the male voice on the other end asked.


“Yes.”


“You know you’re a fool, don’t you?” the man asked.


The caller was one of the editors at Argosy. He explained that Schaefer had done nothing right. The editor took one look at the single-spaced text of the manuscript, noted that the author did not include a self-addressed stamped envelope, and proceeded to the nearest trash can to deposit the still-unread copy. A phone call interrupted the planned rejection and the editor somehow managed to deposit the unwanted script on a slush pile with other stories he planned to take home to read. He got home, discovered Schaefer’s copy and, realizing there was no waste-paper can nearby to deposit it in, decided to give the first page a read. And then he read the second page. And then the third. And then …


Argosy published the story in a three-part serial, starting with its July 1946 issue, calling it Rider from Nowhere. The magazine cost a quarter in those days.


Schaefer didn’t give up on the piece after it was published. He sensed that he could expand it to a novel. “What was missing from that Argosy story was the stump scene—the ‘male bonding’ part,” said Jon, referring to the now-famous sequence in which Shane and his new friend Joe Starrett work together to uproot and destroy a massive stump representing the challenges of the environment. Houghton Mifflin published the book, now titled Shane after its main character, in 1949. Schaefer still hadn’t been west of Ohio and told reporters at the time that he didn’t want to visit the West because it would muck everything up for him. But in 1955, he moved to Santa Fe, New Mexico, where he lived until his death early in 1991.


Shane’s literary roots may have reached back to the World War I era, when Schaefer—weaned on stories of the Old West that his father, Carl Schaefer Sr., made up on the spot in the barn—wrote a story in elementary school called Dave Six, about a mythological gunman who wore a huge sombrero. Schaefer majored in Greek and Latin classical literature at Oberlin College in Ohio before attending Columbia University, though he left the latter college before graduating. Academia, he would later say, was “a dull and stupid waste of time.” He learned to write by writing and based many of his Western stories on the oral tradition of storytelling that his father had instilled in him, often letting one of his characters tell the story from a first-person perspective.


“He loved Westerns and he really loved the West,” Jon Schaefer said. One of his father’s favorite Western novels was Owen Wister’s The Virginian. Jon wonders if his father’s failed efforts to join the war effort as a soldier—he was declared 4-F because of a head injury that caused one of his eyes to look a little “cockeyed,” Jon said—didn’t influence his father’s molding of Shane. Was his literary gunman really the little guy, recently returned from conflict, who was standing up to the big, commercial enterprises that would soon dominate America’s capitalistic landscape?


Years later, long after Shane the novel had been overshadowed by Shane the film, the author would glumly note that he should have made the ranchers, and not the farmers who were destroying the land, his heroes. In a 1975 speech that Schaefer gave to the Western Literature Association in Durango, Colorado, after his reputation as a writer of the West had been sealed with such literary works as Monte Walsh, First Blood, The Canyon, and a collection of stories compiled under the title The Pioneers, he said he couldn’t imagine trying to return to the innocence of Shane at that period in his life. “Inevitably I would be troubled by the realization he was aiding the advance of settlement, giving his push to the accelerating onrush of the very civilization I find deserving contempt,” he said. “Oh yes, I could claim he was also doing his bit to slow the push toward overpopulation by eliminating two potential begetters of progeny. But that is not the kind of solution to the population problem even I would recommend.”


By that time, George Stevens’s Shane was over twenty years old and had been hailed as a classic. And everyone saw Shane as Alan Ladd. Schaefer’s Shane is described as a tall, slight-of-build man; his attire suggests faded elegance, his hair and texture are dark, and he is by no means short of stature. “A kind of magnificence remained and with it a hint of men and manners alien to my limited boy’s experience,” an adult Bob reflects on Shane in the novel. Little of that description fits actor Alan Ladd. Jonathan Schaefer still recalls attending the film’s premiere at Grauman’s Chinese Theatre in Hollywood in the spring of 1953. As he and his father took their seats—fourth row, center of the aisle—young Jon heard several members of the audience whisper, “That’s the author.”


When the lights dimmed and the film came up on the screen, the two Schaefers watched in silence as the title credits played out against the backdrop of a lone rider slowly coming toward the camera and into the Wyoming valley where the film was shot. As diminutive actor Alan Ladd—clad in a buckskin shirt and light clothing to make him look taller, Jon Schaefer recalled with a chuckle—rode closer and closer to the camera, the elder Schaefer pointed his finger at the actor up on the big screen and loudly proclaimed, “Who in the hell is that supposed to be?” An embarrassed Schaefer Jr. wanted to sink into his seat.


His criticism of Ladd aside, the author came to respect George Stevens’s brilliance in capturing the hearty essence of his story. “He got it,” Jack Schaefer would tell his son. “Stevens went from chapter to chapter; even some the dialogue is from the written page.” Oddly enough, had Schaefer had his way (he had no creative control over the movie and didn’t earn all that much from the sale of the story to Paramount Pictures, his son said), he would have cast either Montgomery Clift or, incongruously, an aging movie tough guy in the title role. “My Shane is a dark, deadly person,” Schaefer said in a 1989 interview. “I wanted George Raft instead of that runt Alan Ladd.” Raft, it should be noted, wasn’t much taller than Ladd, and he would have been about fifty-six years old at the time of the filming in the spring of 1951. By that time he was plump and wearing a corset to flatten his belly, and it’s unlikely he ever rode a horse in his life.


The film’s success kept the Shane name alive, and in the mid-1960s Paramount put together a short-lived television series with David Carradine as Shane. Jack Schaefer caught one of the shows on ABC and called the studio the next day. “Hello, this is Jack Schaefer,” he said once he reached an executive. “Please take my name off that piece-of-crap show.”


The TV series has long since been forgotten. The novel has not. The Western Writers of America (WWA) have repeatedly voted the book one of the best Western novels of the twentieth century, and in 1986 the WWA gave Schaefer the Saddleman’s Award for Shane and other contributions to the genre.


Jon Schaefer understands why Shane, as a work of literature, continues to ride tall. “It’s a damn good story,” he said. “It’s very well done. Shane has everything you need—romance, action, well-developed characters—and it has an authenticity that people can latch on to. To me, it holds up as the greatest Western novel ever written.”




One


He rode into our valley in the summer of ’89. I was a kid then, barely topping the backboard of father’s old chuck-wagon. I was on the upper rail of our small corral, soaking in the late afternoon sun, when I saw him far down the road where it swung into the valley from the open plain beyond.


In that clear Wyoming air I could see him plainly, though he was still several miles away. There seemed nothing remarkable about him, just another stray horseman riding up the road toward the cluster of frame buildings that was our town. Then I saw a pair of cowhands, loping past him, stop and stare after him with a curious intentness.


He came steadily on, straight through the town without slackening pace, until he reached the fork a half-mile below our place. One branch turned left across the river ford and on to Luke Fletcher’s big spread. The other bore ahead along the right bank where we homesteaders had pegged our claims in a row up the valley. He hesitated briefly, studying the choice, and moved again steadily on our side.


As he came near, what impressed me first was his clothes. He wore dark trousers of some serge material tucked into tall boots and held at the waist by a wide belt, both of a soft black leather tooled in intricate design. A coat of the same dark material as the trousers was neatly folded and strapped to his saddle-roll. His shirt was finespun linen, rich brown in color. The handkerchief knotted loosely around his throat was black silk. His hat was not the familiar Stetson, not the familiar gray or muddy tan. It was a plain black, soft in texture, unlike any hat I had ever seen, with a creased crown and a wide curling brim swept down in front to shield the face.


All trace of newness was long since gone from these things. The dust of distance was beaten into them. They were worn and stained and several neat patches showed on the shirt. Yet a kind of magnificence remained and with it a hint of men and manners alien to my limited boy’s experience.


Then I forgot the clothes in the impact of the man himself. He was not much above medium height, almost slight in build. He would have looked frail alongside father’s square, solid bulk. But even I could read the endurance in the lines of that dark figure and the quiet power in its effortless, unthinking adjustment to every movement of the tired horse.


He was clean-shaven and his face was lean and hard and burned from high forehead to firm, tapering chin. His eyes seemed hooded in the shadow of the hat’s brim. He came closer, and I could see that this was because the brows were drawn in a frown of fixed and habitual alertness. Beneath them the eyes were endlessly searching from side to side and forward, checking off every item in view, missing nothing. As I noticed this, a sudden chill, I could not have told why, struck through me there in the warm and open sun.


He rode easily, relaxed in the saddle, leaning his weight lazily into the stirrups. Yet even in this easiness was a suggestion of tension. It was the easiness of a coiled spring, of a trap set.
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He drew rein not twenty feet from me. His glance hit me, dismissed me, flicked over our place. This was not much, if you were thinking in terms of size and scope. But what there was was good. You could trust father for that. The corral, big enough for about thirty head if you crowded them in, was railed right to true sunk posts. The pasture behind, taking in nearly half of our claim, was fenced tight. The barn was small, but it was solid, and we were raising a loft at one end for the alfalfa growing green in the north forty. We had a fair-sized field in potatoes that year and father was trying a new corn he had sent all the way to Washington for and they were showing properly in weedless rows.


Behind the house mother’s kitchen garden was a brave sight. The house itself was three rooms—two really, the big kitchen where we spent most of our time indoors and the bedroom beside it. My little lean-to room was added back of the kitchen. Father was planning, when he could get around to it, to build mother the parlor she wanted.


We had wooden floors and a nice porch across the front. The house was painted too, white with green trim, rare thing in all that region, to remind her, mother said when she made father do it, of her native New England. Even rarer, the roof was shingled. I knew what that meant. I had helped father split those shingles. Few places so spruce and well worked could be found so deep in the Territory in those days.


The stranger took it all in, sitting there easily in the saddle. I saw his eyes slow on the flowers mother had planted by the porch steps, then come to rest on our shiny new pump and the trough beside it. They shifted back to me, and again, without knowing why, I felt that sudden chill. But his voice was gentle and he spoke like a man schooled to patience.


“I’d appreciate a chance at the pump for myself and the horse.”


I was trying to frame a reply and choking on it, when I realized that he was not speaking to me but past me. Father had come up behind me and was leaning against the gate to the corral.


“Use all the water you want, stranger.”


Father and I watched him dismount in a single flowing tilt of his body and lead the horse over to the trough. He pumped it almost full and let the horse sink its nose in the cool water before he picked up the dipper for himself.


He took off his hat and slapped the dust out of it and hung it on a corner of the trough. With his hands he brushed the dust from his clothes. With a piece of rag pulled from his saddle-roll he carefully wiped his boots. He untied the handkerchief from around his neck and rolled his sleeves and dipped his arms in the trough, rubbing thoroughly and splashing water over his face. He shook his hands dry and used the handkerchief to remove the last drops from his face. Taking a comb from his shirt pocket, he smoothed back his long dark hair. All his movements were deft and sure, and with a quick precision he flipped down his sleeves, reknotted the handkerchief, and picked up his hat.


Then, holding it in his hand, he spun about and strode directly toward the house. He bent low and snapped the stem of one of mother’s petunias and tucked this into the hatband. In another moment the hat was on his head, brim swept down in swift, unconscious gesture, and he was swinging gracefully into the saddle and starting toward the road.


I was fascinated. None of the men I knew were proud like that about their appearance. In that short time the kind of magnificence I had noticed had emerged into plainer view. It was in the very air of him. Everything about him showed the effects of long use and hard use, but showed too the strength of quality and competence. There was no chill on me now. Already I was imagining myself in hat and belt and boots like those.


He stopped the horse and looked down at us. He was refreshed and I would have sworn the tiny wrinkles around his eyes were what with him would be a smile. His eyes were not restless when he looked at you like this. They were still and steady and you knew the man’s whole attention was concentrated on you even in the casual glance.


“Thank you,” he said in his gentle voice and was turning into the road, back to us, before father spoke in his slow, deliberate way.


“Don’t be in such a hurry, stranger.”


I had to hold tight to the rail or I would have fallen backward into the corral. At the first sound of father’s voice, the man and the horse, like a single being, had wheeled to face us, the man’s eyes boring at father, bright and deep in the shadow of the hat’s brim. I was shivering, struck through once more. Something intangible and cold and terrifying was there in the air between us.


I stared in wonder as father and the stranger looked at each other a long moment, measuring each other in an unspoken fraternity of adult knowledge beyond my reach. Then the warm sunlight was flooding over us, for father was smiling and he was speaking with the drawling emphasis that meant he had made up his mind.


“I said don’t be in such a hurry, stranger. Food will be on the table soon and you can bed down here tonight.”


The stranger nodded quietly as if he too had made up his mind. “That’s mighty thoughtful of you,” he said and swung down and came toward us, leading his horse. Father slipped into step beside him and we all headed for the barn.


“My name’s Starrett,” said father. “Joe Starrett. This here,” waving at me, “is Robert MacPherson Starrett. Too much name for a boy. I make it Bob.”


The stranger nodded again. “Call me Shane,” he said. Then to me: “Bob it is. You were watching me for quite a spell coming up the road.”


It was not a question. It was a simple statement. “Yes …” I stammered. “Yes. I was.”


“Right,” he said. “I like that. A man who watches what’s going on around him will make his mark.”


A man who watches … For all his dark appearance and lean, hard look, this Shane knew what would please a boy. The glow of it held me as he took care of his horse, and I fussed around, hanging up his saddle, forking over some hay, getting in his way and my own in my eagerness. He let me slip the bridle off and the horse, bigger and more powerful than I had thought now that I was close beside it, put its head down patiently for me and stood quietly while I helped him curry away the caked dust. Only once did he stop me. That was when I reached for his saddle-roll to put it to one side. In the instant my fingers touched it, he was taking it from me and he put it on a shelf with a finality that indicated no interference.
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When the three of us went up to the house, mother was waiting and four places were set at the table. “I saw you through the window,” she said and came to shake our visitor’s hand. She was a slender, lively woman with a fair complexion even our weather never seemed to affect and a mass of light brown hair she wore piled high to bring her, she used to say, closer to father’s size.


“Marian,” father said, “I’d like you to meet Mr. Shane.”


“Good evening, ma’am,” said our visitor. He took her hand and bowed over it. Mother stepped back and, to my surprise, dropped in a dainty curtsy. I had never seen her do that before. She was an unpredictable woman. Father and I would have painted the house three times over and in rainbow colors to please her.
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