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Ema Fergusson

·WESTERN NOSTALGIA

·.1:..·N alS "Salute t.o <:en.e Rhodes," w.·h.ich introduces~.is vo~.
ume,· Frank Doble has presented the man, the quabtyof hIS
writing. and the reasons U a passionate few" keep his work

alive. ~fuch of it is nostalgia, though it may be that when lhe
youngand brash critics who do not like Rhodes' style or his point
of view have been forgotten Gene, like Stevenson, will be revived
as a writer,of good, racy,_ and characteristic prose.
~ne might take exception to Dobie's statement that Rhodes'

characters' "talk is uniformly natural:' Frank Dobie has known
more cowboys-than I have and it may be that they uniformly talk.
.like this: rounded periods, sparklingwith·whimsicalities, heavily
interlarded with classical allusions and apt Biblical and Shakes­
pearean quotations. But I somehow doubt it. 'Vhen a sheriff
named Barela, a near-illiterate cowboy, and a tenderfoot prov­
ing his mettle talk just alike I suspect they are all Gene Rhodes.
Because Gene, of all things, loved words. He may have been an
indifferent cowboy, as hinted. But he always carried a book in his
saddlebags, and as he rode he read. He read under a flickering
~esquite or aromatic creosote bush, or resting up against the
station water tower. He was always reading. A real reader is little
distracted by what he is supposed to be doing. So a lot of words
and apt quotations drifted through Gene Rhodes' mind, and
many stuck. He loved words, the very sound of them, and their
synonymity: the way they could be piled up, played with,
arranged and rearranged to say the same thing over and over,
maybe better and better. So that's the way his cowboys talk-like
Gene Rhodes who loved the vernacular and used it as well as he

• The Best Novels and Stories 01 Eugene Manlove Rhodesl edited by Fra!lk V.
Dearing. with an introduction by J. Frank Dobie. Houghton Mimin Co•• 1949.
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used the c:lassical $peech~ _But who, whatever he did. did it like a
literary.man.

· So were his plots literary.intrieatelycontrived. In(()ntei~"able

that such things could have happenecLButtheywere fun tor~d.
asany Io\'~ ofatorieswouldhave to admit.Th~yare.. in addition.
unfailingly true to ·the scene in which they are laid. Nobody was .
better than Gene Rhodes at giv~ng the-feel of ail', tbc$me.llo£

· growth or sandora corral. or tbe lvayacountry ~ises to pate blue
peakSorfcides off into d~Itnothillgne$$.hfostofa~.hb talesate
truelviththettuth-to.-typeofamanwhowdtesoflifenota.itwilt
or even as he knew it to be.. but"as a man of his generationwould
$peak-of people not present-with gentle j~dic:iousness.Only hi!
villains are presented with -50nie,rancor, but ;nnu$CClnncor and
in the aure knowledge that dtey wUlbe downed in tbeen~when
the knightly hero gets the delicate heroine. lvhq5e bair is $Oft and

· misty even in a sandstorm and whO$C' ·hands ate always amall.No
'Wonder Saturday Evening Post readers loved Gene devotedlyc tor
awbole generation.
. This is a volume to have at hand for ~scape reading or to' put

on theguest..room table.'
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